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ABSTRACT
SACRAL KINGSHIP IN EARLY MEDIEVAL EUROPE:
THE GERMANIC TRADITION

by

Daniel G. Russo
This thesis explores the religious or sacral dimen
sion of pagan Germanic kingship.

Although historians concede

that medieval monarchy was a product not only of RomanoChristian but also ancient Germanic precedents,

specific

Germanic sacral kingship research has been quite limited in
this country.

European scholars have shown more concern for

the subject, but their efforts have on the whole been in
consistent and often diffuse.

Many of these research problems

can be resolved by recognizing that sacral kingship is
fundamentally a religious-historical matter.

The present work

therefore examines Germanic sacral kingship in the primary
context of early Germanic religious tradition.
Attention is directed principally to expressions of
royal sacrality among the continental Germanic peoples of
early medieval Europe.

Several key questions are posed.

the first instance, what was the position of kings within
early Germanic social structure?

How did Germanic royal

In

authority relate to the religious sphere, and to what extent
were religious beliefs and practices involved in Germanic
kingdom-founding?

The pertinent historical sources are

examined chronologically from the Late Iron Age through the
early middle ages.
e.g., archeology,

It is seen that non-literary evidence,
iconography, and onomastics, can valuably

supplement and at times clarify the written record.
To provide a convenient frame of reference, a
detailed review and critique is first made of sacral kingship
historiography over the past century.

Specialized research

of Germanic royal sacrality is found to have emerged from
general studies in such fields as social anthropology and
comparative religion.

Initial Germanic inquiries had an

ideological orientation and gave considerable weight to
mythology, heroic literature, and popular tradition.

Sub

sequent attempts t;o consider ritual expressions of Germanic
royal sacrality led directly to specific studies of sacral
kingship among individual Germanic peoples.

Recent research

has emphasized methodology and refinement of previous
ideological questions.

However, a dispute between advocates

of a strictly historical and a comparative mythological ap
proach has hindered progress in Germanic sacral kingship
studies and points to the need for integrated religioushistorical analysis.
An examination of the historical evidence discloses
that religious beliefs and practices were most actively
involved in Germanic statecraft from the earliest times.

Pre-Migration Germanic kings possessed significant religious
and judicial authority but little coercive power.

This

religious dimension of Germanic tribal kingship appears
essentially bounty-bringing in nature and distinct from the
martial, victory-bringing sacrality of temporary warlords.
Yet during the Migrations

(and to some extent even earlier)

non-royal warlords established new kingdoms by leading their
retinues to conquest and settlement.

This federate, retinue-

based kingship (Heerkonigtum) became very widespread in the
early middle ages.

It united both the originally distinct

functions and corresponding religious dimensions of tribal
king and warlord.

This more complex royal sacrality is

reflected in the symbolic iconography of early medieval
regalia as well as a host of surviving royal rituals and
dynastic traditions.
Two principal ideological tenets of continental
Germanic sacral kingship belief are identified and examined.
The concept of royal divine descent found expression in many
royal genealogies and clan customs.

Such god-sarung kings

shared some of their divine ancestor's attributes without
being fully equated with the deity.

The Germanic king was

also regarded as a mediator between god and man and could
represent his divine forebear at periodic tribal ceremony.
Continental Germanic kings were thus neither embodiments of
natural forces nor priests or incarnate gods.

They nonethe

less had a semi-godlike nature by virtue of a sacrality
transmitted to them from a Divine source.

INTRODUCTION:

CONCEPT AND METHODS

For many years, the study of medieval kingship
remained firmly in the hands of political and constitutional
historians.

Nineteenth-century scholarship's fervent interest

in the achievements of outstanding rulers left a strong im
print on subsequent research;

indeed, some truly herculean

efforts were made in this political and biographical sphere.^
Although historians have not totally lost the taste for p o 
litical biography and Machtpolitik, a dramatic reorientation
in medieval institutional research has recently taken place
which has most significantly affected medieval kingship study.
In an effort to probe beneath the surface levels of traditional
political history, many historians have adopted methods
and research-findings of disciplines which their predecessors
had generally scorned, e.g.,
pology,

linguistics,

comparative religion,

and archeology.

anthro

This approach has dis

closed valuable new dimensions in the study of medieval
kingship, especially for those specialized periods such as
the early middle ages where documentation is very limited.

o

-^F. Dahn, Die Konige der Germanen (12 vols. ; Munich:
E. A. Fleischmann, 1861-1909) ; G~. K u r t h , Clovis (2nd ed, , 2
vols.; Paris:
V. Retaux, 1901); T. Hodgkin, Italy and Her
Invaders (8 vols.; London:
Clarendon Press, 1880-1889);
idem., Theoderic the Goth:
The Barbarian Champion of Civiliza
tion (New York:
5"! F"! Putnam's Sons, la93) ; idem., Charles'
the Great (London:
Macmillan & Co., Ltd., 189§).
^J. Le Goff, "Is Politics Still the Backbone of History?"
Daedalus, C (1971), 1-19 e s p . 4-10; M. Altschul, "Kingship,
Government, and Politics in the Middle Ages:
Some Recent
1

2
This study attempts to apply these methods to the
religious or sacral component of early medieval kingship.
Within the chronological borders of this period,

i.e., the

fifth through eighth centuries AD, primary attention will be
directed to expressions of sacral kingship among the Germanic
peoples of continental Western Europe.

Though historians

are generally content with the view that medieval monarchy
was a product of both ancient Germanic and Romano-Christian
models,

the particular Germanic component in this fusion has

by no means been thoroughly or consistently investigated,
especially in this country.

Such an imbalance has largely

resulted from a failure to fully recognize the fundamental
religious-historical nature of the subject.
approach,

A more valuable

it may be suggested, would be to examine the

ideological and structural-functional features of Germanic
i

O

kingship within the primary context of early Germanic religion.

Studies," Hedievalia et Humanistica, N. S., No. 2 (1971),
pp. 132-52; W. Ullmann, The Future of Medieval History. An
Inaugural Lecture (Cambridge': The University Press, 1973) .
3

There are a number of excellent source collections
for early Germanic religion:
C. Clemen, e d . , Fontes historiae
religionis Germanicae. Fontes historiae religionum, III
(^Berlin: W. De Gruyter, 1928) ; F. R. Schroder, ed. , Quellenbuch zur germanischen Religionsgeschichte (Berlin: Triibner,
1933); W. Baetke, e d . , Die_Religion der Germanen in Quellenz e u m i s s e n (2nd ed. ; Frankfurt:
M. Diesterweg, 1938) . From
a different perspective, see also:
W. Boudriot, Die alterermanische Religion in der amtlichen kirchlichen Literatur
es Abendlandes vom j. bis ll. Jahrhundert (Bonn:
TT. kohrsheid,
1928); W. Lange, ed., Texte zur germaniscFen Bekehrungsgeschichte
(Tubingen: M. NiemeyeFi 1962); J. N. Hillgarth, ed., Tne CorF
version of Western Europe, 350-750 (Englewood Cliffs, NT!
£rentice-Hall, Inc., 1969) ; W. C. McDermott, e d . , M o n k s ,

t
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Indeed, the m o d e m discipline of the History of Religions has
long advocated such integrated theological and structural
studies.^

Furthermore,

there should be no hesitation in

Bishops and Pagans:
Christian Culture in Gaul and Italy,
5QQ-7od (1949; rpt. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 1975).
The best m o d e m work on early Germanic religion, cult,
and mythology is: J. de Vries, Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte (3rd ed. , 2 vols.; Bel in': W. De Gruyter7 1970) .
Other valuable studies are: K. Helm, Altergermanische Religionsgeschichte (3 vols.; Heidelberg: "C~ Winter, 1913-1953),
esp. Vol. 1 1 ;2 : Die Westgermanen (1953); R. Derolez, De
godsdienst der Germanen (1959) f r e n c h trans. by F. Cunen,
Les dieiix et la religion des Germains. Biblioth&que
historique (Paris : Payot, 1962)^7; W. Betz, "Die altergermanishe Religion," in W. Stammler, e d . , Deutsche
Philologie im Aufriss (2nd e d . , 4 vols.; Berlin: Erich
Schmidt Verlag, 1957-1969), III, cols. 1547-1646.
There is
nothing really capable in English.
B. Branston, Gods of the
North (New York:
Vanguard Books, 1961), Hilda Davidson,
Gods"and Myths of Northern Europe (Harmondsworth: Penguin
Books Ltd., 19&4)~ and E. 0. Turville-Petre, Myth and Reli
gion of the North (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1964)
might be mentioned but are all overly concerned with Scan
dinavian mythology.
^Proceedings of the Seventh International Congress
for the History of Relglons, ed, (T J~. Bleeker (Amsterdam?
North-Holland Publishing Co., 1951), p. 20; J. Kitagawa,
"The History of Religions in America," in The History of
Religions:
Essays in Methodology, e d s . M. Eliade and J.
Kitagawa (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1959), pp.
1-30 esp. 15f. More recently, see:
U. Bianchi, Probierne
der Religionsgeschichte, trans. Elisabeth Serelmaii (Tubingen:
V a n d e n h o e c k & Ruprecht, 1964), pp. 5-20; A. Brelich,
"Proldgom&nes H une hi3toire des religions," in Histoire des
religions, ed. H.-C. Puech.
Encyclopddie de la PIdiade (3
volsT; Paris: Gallimard, 1970-1976), I, pp. 3-59 esp. p. 3 5 f ;
R. Baird, Category Formation and the History of Religions.
Religion and Reason 1 (The H a g u e : Mouton~"6r~Go7"j 1971) , pp.
28-53; H. J. Drijvers, "Theory Formation in Science of Reli
gion and the Study of the History of Religions," in Religion,
Culture, and Methodology.
Religion and Reason 8 (The Hague:
Mouton & C o . , 1973), pp. 57-77.
This interdisciplinary
cooperation has been encouraged for early Germanic religious

4
employing the full range of non-literary as well as literary
sources in order to approach the beliefs and practices of
pagan Germanic sacral kingship.
The topic of sacral kingship constitutes an enormous
field of resear"h.

In fact, it will be seen that detailed

historical enquiry into the religious complexion of early
medieval kingship was first prompted by more general studies
conducted in the above-mentioned corollary disciplines.

By

the first half of this century, a number of important examina
tions had been made of divine or sacral kingship within
specific areas of the Western historical tradition, v i z ., the
ancient Near and Middle East, the Greco-Roman world, and
among the early Celts.^

At the same time, a group of reli

gious historians had reached the conclusion that beliefs and
ritual practices associated with sacral kingship lay at the
very heart of an ancient Near Eastern c u l t u r e - p a t t e m .

This

"Myth and Ritual" or " P at te mi st " school soon developed
several distinct methodological branches, but on the whole
it emphasized the similarities in Near Eastern cyclical
fertility mythologies and correspondences in the cultic role
of these ancient kings as representatives of bounty-bringing

studies;
de Vries, "The Present State of Studies on Germanic
Religion," Diogenes, XVIII (1957), 91-92; P. Buchholz,
"Perspectives for Historical Research in Germanic Religion,"
History of Religions, VIII, No. 2 (November 1968), 111-12,

J36-3d.

------^See Appendix A for a list of significant works.

5
deities.^

The argument for a single sacral kingship ideology

and ritual within a homogeneous Near Eastern culture-pattern
may well have been over-stated, yet this cult-historical
interpretation properly called attention to the intimate and
dynamic relationship that has existed between a people's
cosmology and its pattern of royal ritual.

Moreover,

this

theory has recently prompted exciting research in several
related fields of sacral kingship studies.

For example,

the noted Romanian-American religious historian Mircea Eliade
constructed an extremely perceptive cosmologic theory largely
7

on the ground of the P a t t e m i s t position.

In turn, the

^The British branch has stressed anthropological and
folklore study:
S. H. Hooke, ed., Myth and Ritual (London:
Oxford University Press, 1933), while the Scandinavian or
Uppsala school emphasized philology and History of Religions;
see I. Engnell, Studies in Divine Kingship in the Ancient Near
East (Uppsala:
ffLmqvist & Wiksell, 1942)7 also:
"Myth and
Ritual," Dictionary of Comparative Religion, ed. S. G. F.
Brandon (1970), 464; W. von Soden, "Sakrales Konigtum," Die
Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart, ed. X. Galling (3rd
ed . , 7"v o l s .; Tubingen: C . M o h r , 1957-1965), III, cols.
1712-13; C. Westernann, "Sacred Kingship," Encyclopaedia
Britannica, 15th ed. (1974), XVI, 118.
For critical appraisals, see:
H. Frankfort, The
Problem of Similarity in Ancient Near Eastern Religions.
Frazer Lecture 1950 (Oxford: Clarendon Press7 1951) ; 5". E .
Hyman, "The Ritual View of Myth and the Mythic,” in M y t h :
A Symposium, ed. T. Sebeok (1955; rpt. Bloomington, Ifa:
''Divine Kings and Dying Gods," The Hibbert Journal, LIII
(July 1955), 327-33; J. Fontenrose, The Ritual Theory of M y t h ,
University of California Folklore Studies, Vol. Td (kerkeleyT
University of California Press, 1966).
^Eliade and his followers have brilliantly interpreted
the myth, ritual and symbols of ancient and primitive man as
expressions of an archaic ontology whereby acts and objects
acquired real meaning only through participation in a

6
integrative, cosmogonic aspect of sacral kingship has directly
involved researchers of human psychic development and the
g
"collective unconscious."
Furthermore, sacral kingship

transcendent reality, as repetitions of divine models.
Thus
when the king impersonated a tribal deity or ancestor in
seasonal ceremony, he was re-creating and actualizing that
which was done in mythologic time, "in the beginning,"
M. Eliade, Cosmos and History:
The Myth of the Eternal
Return, trans'.'"W. R. Trask (New- York:
Harper & Row Pub
lishers , 1959); idem., Images and Symbols, trans. P. Mairet
(New York:
Sheed & Ward, 1961) ; idem., "Patterns in Compara
tive Religion, trans. Rosemary Sheed (New York:
The New
American Library, 1963), esp. pp. 1-37, 383-409.
The basic
difficulty with this view is its ahistorical, intuitive
approach to mechanisms of archaic mentality; T. Altizer,
Mircea Eliade and the Dialectic of the Sacred (1963; rpt.
Westport, C T:
Greenwood Press, 1975), p p . 23-47; K. Bolle,
The Freedom of Man in Myth (Nashville:
Vanderbilt University
Press, 1968), pp. 14-30; Baird, History of Relgions, pp.
74-91.
8See the provocative study by J. W. Perry, Lord of
the Four Quarters:
Myths of the Royal Father (New Y o r k :
G~. Braziller, 196 6), e s p . pp"! 1-33.
A l s o : H. G. Baynes,
"On the Psychological Origins of Divine Kingship," in
Analytical Psychology and the English Mind, and Other Papers
by H. G. Baynes (London:
Methuen & "Go'. , Ltd. , 1950) , pp.
180-203; E. Neumann, The Origins and History of Consciousness,
trans. R. Hull (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1954),
pp. 5-256 passim, all of which have proceeded from C. G. Jung;
e.g., Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious and Aion. Col
lected Works , trans. IT! Hull (2nd edTi 2 vols.; Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1968), esp. I, pp. 3-72.
But
from the Freudian perspective, see:
G. Roheim, A ni mi sm , M a g i c ,
and the Divine King (London: K. Paul, Trench, Trubner, &
C o . Ltd., 1930); 07 Rank, The Myth of the Birth of the H e r o ,
trans. F. Robbins and S. Jelliffe (New York:
Robert Brunner,
1952); Laura Makarius, "Du roi magiaue au 'roi divin',"
Annales. Economies, societds,
civilisations, XXV, No. 3
(May 1970), 668-98; D. A. Miller, "Royautd et amibiguite sexuelle," Annales ESC., XXVI, Nos. 3-4 (May-August 1971), 639-52.
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continues to be studied by many religious historians as a
basal form or type (phenomenon) of religious expression.^
A continuing scholarly concern with sacral kingship
is well attested by the major conferences held on the subject
over the last two decades.

Thus, the eighth congress of the

International Association for the History of Religions, con
vening in Rome (1955), adopted for its central theme "The
King-God and the Sacral Character of K i n g s h i p . W h i l e
this congress's published volume contains sacral kingship
studies of the utmost value on a truly global basis, there
is a notable lacuna in the general area of medieval Europe,
not to mention the early middle ages.

Some balance was

restored by Theodore Mayer's regional symposium devoted to
the subject of kingship practices and royal ideology within
a specific medieval cultural c o n t e x t . ^

Indeed, important

^G. Van der Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifesta
tion:
A Study in Phenomenology (2 vols.; New York:
Harper
& Row Publishers, 1963), I , p p . 115-27, 214-15; Bleeker,
The Sacred Bridge:
Researches into the Nature and Struc
ture of Religion. Studies in the History of R e l i g io ns ,V I I
(Leiden: E . J . B rill, 1963), pp. 220-24; G. Widengren,
Religionsphanomenologie, trans. Rosemarie Elgnowski (Berlin:
W. De Gruyter, 1969), pp. 360-93.
i^The Sacral Kingship.
Contributions to the Central
Theme of tHe Eighth International Congress for the History of
Religions. Rome,' April 1955; ,Studies in the history of Reli
gions , IV (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1959).
See also the following
valuable resumes:
Bleeker, "Das sakrale Konigtum:
Der Religionsgeschichtliche Kongress im Rom." Report of the General
Secretary.
Saeculum, VII (1956), 196-97; P. E. Schramm, "Sacral
Kingship and Charisma." Comparative Studies in History and
Society, VI (1963), 357-60; and es p. : A. C l o s s T "Die Heiligkeit des Herrschers," Anthropos, LVI (1961), 469-80.
^ T . Mayer, e d . , Das Konigtum. Seine geistigen und
rechtlichen Grundlagen.
Vortrage und Forschungen, Vol. Ill

8
colloquia on the religious aspects of political authority
have recently been held in several fields of the social
sciencej.-^

Unfortunatelv, the under-representation of

medieval sacral kingship studies evidenced in the Rome
Congress accurately reflects the state of recent historical
research.

This is the more regrettable,

since there has been

considerable progress in the more traditional areas of this
field.13
Historians have not, however, completely neglected
the religious complexion of medieval kingship.

For example,

medievalists are familiar with the theocratic conception of
Christian kingship, wherein monarchs became God's personal
representatives by virtue of Divine Grace bestowed in con
secration rites.1^

Legal historians, meanwhile, have long

been acquainted with this subject through the development of

(Constance:
J. Thorbecke, 1956); and see H. Fehr's review:
Historische Zeitschrift, CLXXXIV (1957), 383-86.
12por example:
L. de Heusch, et a l ., e d s ., Le
Pouvoir et le sacre. Annales du Centre des Religions, 1
(Brussels: Universite Libre; Institute de Sociologie, 1962);
J. Thiel and A. Doutreloux, eds., Heil und Hacht:
Approches
’ hu sacre. Symposium:
Anthropos-Institut ~ February /2-2 6~,
1972, and Colloquium:
Universite Catholiaue de Louvain;
Laboratoire d'Anthropologie Sociale et Culturelle, April 21-22,
1972.
Studia Instituti Anthropos, Vol. 22 (St. Augustine bei
Bonn:
Anthropos-Institut, 1975).
^ S e e Appendix B for a list of significant works.
^ R . W. Carlyle and A. J. Carlyle, A History of
Mediaeval Political Thought in the West (6 v o l s .; New Y o r k :
G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1903-1940), I , p p . 147-60, 210-18 and
III, pp. 92-105; M. de W u l f , Philosophy and Civilization in
the Middle Ages (1922; rpt. New York:
Dover Publishers, Inc.,
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Divine-Right theory in the W e s t . ^

Recent studies of medieval

saint-kings and Church-sponsored concepts of royal

sanctityi^

1953), pp. 241-63 passim; M. Pacaut, La Thdocratie: 1 1dglise
et le pouvoir au moyen age (Paris: Aubier”, 1957); Ullmann,
Principles of Government and Politics in the M iddle Ages
(Hew York:
Barnes & Noble, Inc 7, 1961) , pp . 117-37; FI K e r n ,
Kingship and Law in the Middle A g e s , rev. trans. S. B. Chrimes
(1939; r p t . New York:
Frederick A . Praeger, 1954), pp. 27-61;
J. de Pange, Le roi tr&s chrdtien (11th e d . ; Paris:
A. Fayard,
1949); F. Kampers, "Rex et Sacerdos," Historisches Jahrbuch,
XLV (1925), 495-515; G. LaPiana, "Theology of History,1' inJ. Strayer, e d . , The Interpretation of History (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1943), pp. 151-867
For medieval consecration rituals, see:
Schramm,
A History of the English Coronation, trans.
L. G. W. Legg
(Oxford:
Clarendon Press” 193 7); C . Bouman, Sacring and
Crowning (Groningen:
J. B. Wolters, 1957); Janet Nelson,
"National Synods, Kingship as Office, and Royal Anointing:
An Early Medieval Syndrome," Studies in Church History, ed.
D. Baker, Vol. 7: Councils and Assemblies (1971) , pp. 41-59.
l^J. n . Figgis, The Theory of the Divine Right of Kings
(Cambridge: The University Press, 1898); Ol GierkeT Political
Theories of the Middle A g e , trans. F. W. Maitland (1900; rpt”!
Boston: Beacon Press, 1958), esp. pp. 30-37; R. W. and A. J.
Carlyle, Mediaeval Political Theory, III, pp. 115-24; Kern,
Kingship and L a w , pp. 5-27.
l&R. Folz, "Zur Frage der heiligen Konige:
Heiligkeit und Nachleben in der Geschichte des burgundischen
Konigtums," Deutsches Archiv fur Erforschung des Mittelalters,
XIV (1958) , 317-44; F. Gr'aus, V o l k , "Herrscher, und Heiliger im
Reich der Merowinger (Prague:
Tschechoslowakische Akademie d¥r
Wissenschaften, 1965), esp. pp. 314-34; J. Fleckenstein, "Rex
canonicus," in Festschrift fur P. E. Schrannn, eds. P. Classen
and P. Scheibert (2 v o l s .; Weisbaden: IT. Steiner Verlag, 1964),
I, pp, 57-71; J. M. Wallace-Hadrill, "Gregory of Tours and
Bede:
Their Views on the Personal Qualities of Kings,"
Friihmittelalterliche Studien, II (1968), 31-44; Janet Nelson,
"Royal Saints and Early Medieval Kingship," Studies in Church
History, ed. D. Baker, Vol. 10:
Sanctity and Secularity (T9T3),
pp. 39-44; E. Hoffmann, Die heiligen Konige bei den Angelsachen und den skandinavis'chen Vblkern:
KQni^sheiliger und
Kdnigshaus, Quellen und Torschungen zur Geschichte SchleswigHolsteins, Vol. 69 (Neumunster:
K. Wachholz Verlag, 1975),
esp. pp. 46-58.
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have also touched the issue of sacral kingship, as have many
valuable investigations of Byzantine political theology and
its elaborate ceremonial.
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All of these well-researched topics, however, must
remain outside the scope of this study.
instance,

In the first

their fully developed ideology either did not

appear until far beyond the early medieval period, or else
did not have direct application in Western Europe.

More

fundamentally, one must seriously question whether these
products of Christian thought are at all valid conceptual
models with which to approach pagan Germanic concepts of
royal sacrality.

Above all, one must not anachronistically

impose upon early Germanic culture the singular pecularities
of Judaeo-Christian thought, viz., its firm distinction
between the human and divine spheres, and its exclusive
conception of Divinity.

For the early Germans,

as other

polytheistic peoples of ancient and early medieval Europe,
the Divine was conceived as immanent, not transcendent in
Nature and society; hence, there could be no bifurcation
between "politics" and "religion."

17

All discussions of early

L. Brehier, Les Institutions de 1'empire byzantin
(2nd e d . ; Paris:
A. Mic he l, 1970), p p , 11-75; W. Sickel,
"Das byzantinische Kronungsrecht bis zum 10. Jahrhundert,"
Byzantinische Zeitschrift, VII (1898), 511-57; A. E. B o a k ,
’'Imperial Coronation Ceremonies of the Fifth and Sixth
Centuries," Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, XXX
(1919), 37-477 0. Treitinger, Die^ostromische Kaiser-und
Reichsidee (2nd ed.; Darmstadt!
H. Centner, 1956); J . B.
Aufhauser, "Die sakrale Kaiseridee im Byzanz," in The
Sacral Kingship, pp. 531-42.
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Germanic and other non-Christian forms of kingship must bear
these fundamental distinctions firmly in m i n d . ^
As noted earlier,

this study has intentionally been

limited to expressions of sacral kingship among continental
Germanic peoples.

This means that the North Germanic or

Scandinavian culture-zone will be excluded from direct con
sideration.

Admittedly,

Scandinavian literary and legal

sources are more abundant than Continental evidence, yet the
late provenance of this material and its possible euhemerizations seriously undermines its validity as primary religioushistorical documentation for early Germanic sacral kingship.

19

Again, Celtic kingship certainly had possessed a significant
religious dimension and exerted profound influences on at

^ F . Oakley, Kingship and the Gods:
The Western
Apostasv. Smith History Lecture (Houston: University of
Saint Thomas Press, 1968); idem., "Celestial Hierarchies
Revisited:
Walter Ullmann's Vision of Medieval Politics,"
Past and Present, LX (August 1973), 3-48 esp. 24-32; de Vries,
TrPresent State of Studies," 91; E. Benz, "On Understanding
Non-Christian Religions," in History of Religions, eds.
Eliade and Kitagawa, pp. 115-31 esp. 120f.
l^For the subject of pagan Scandinavian sacral k£ngship, the following recent studies can be recommended:
A. V.
Strom, "The King-God and His Connection with Sacrifice in Old
Norse Religion," in The Sacral Kingship, pp. 702-15; TurvillePetre, Myth and Religion, pp~! 194-201; P . G. Foote and D.
Wil so n, The Viking Achievement:
A Survey of the Society and
Culture ojT~£arly Medieval Scandinavia (New York:
Praeger
Publishers, 1970), p p . 136-40; (with caution): J. Fleck,
"Konr-dttarr-Geirrothr: A Knowledge Criterion for Succession
to the Germanic Sacred Kingship," Scandinavian Studies, XLII
(1970), 39-49; L. Ejerfeldt, "Germanische Religion:
Das
Germanische Konigtum," in J. Asmussen and J. Laess<J>e, eds.,
Handbuch der Religionsgeschichte, trans. F,.Nothardt, R.
Gerecke and E. Harbsmeier (3 v ol s. ; Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1971-1975), I, pp. 334-38.

I
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least the structural pattern of early Germanic kingship.20
However,

few would deny that by the early middle ages, Celtic

culture and institutions played only a peripheral role in
Western Europe.
Finally, some remarks may be in order concerning the
choice and use of the term "sacral'1 in this study.

On the one

hand, this is simply the most frequently encountered term in
current usage, having generally replaced expressions such as
"divine" and "sacred."
sense inherent divinity,

Moreover, by denoting in a strict
"sacral" appears especially valuable

for institutional study of a milieu which drew no sharp distinctions between secular and religious realms.

21

At the same

time, this terminology still permits a greater range of pos
sibilities for the religious component of kingship than some
of the earlier expressions.

22

Perhaps by its relatively

9n
H, Hubert, The Greatness and Decline of the Celts,
trans. M. R. Dobie (1934; rpt. Benjamin Blom, 1972), p p .
218-21; idem., Les Germains (Paris:
A. Michel, 1952), esp.
pp. 19-22"! £T9-7Tj Binchy, Celtic Kingship, pp. 8-14; Alwyn
and Brinley Rees, Celtic Heritage, pp. 73-76, 128-31; J. B.
Russel, "Celt and Teuton," in The Transformation of the Roman
W o r l d , ed. L. White (Berkeley:
University of California Press,
1966), pp. 232-39; and esp.:
R. Wenskus, Stammesbildung und
Verfassung.
Das Werden der fruhmittelalterlichen gentes
(Cologne:
Bdhlau, 1961), pp. 409-28.
91
^ J*The term was adopted from British social anthro
pologists of the late nineteenth century; German sakral is
a still more recent borrowing from the English:
Janet Nelson,
"Royal Saints," pp. 41-42.
See also The Shorter Oxford English
Dictionary, On Historical Principles, 3rd rev, ed. (1973),
s .v. "sacral" and sacred."
22

H.
Wolfram, "Methodische Fragen zur Kritik am
’sakralen Konigtum1 germanischer Stamme," in Festschrift fur

13
recent appearance in English scholarship, the term "sacral”
also has the advantage of being a less emotionally charged
word, and hence is well-suited for certain branches of
Germanic sacral kingship study where a more tentative approach
seems to be required.

23

After these preliminary comments, previous directions •
of sacral kingship research should be examined in some detail,
with a narrowing focus placed upon the scholarship of early
Germanic royal sacrality.

Attention may then be given to the

institutional development of kingship in Germanic society,
and to the relationship between early Germanic religion and
statecraft.

In conclusion, Germanic sacral kingship

ideology can itself be further clarified through description
and classification of its major forms of expression.

Otto Hofl er , eds. H. Birkhan and 0. Gschwantler
Vienna:
Verlag Notring, 1968), II, pp. 474-76.

(2 vols.;

^ T h a t is, for the North Germanic culture-zone:
R. W. McTurk, "Sacral Kingship in Ancient Scandinavia:
A
Review of Some Recent Writings," Saga-Book of the Viking
Society, Vol. 19, p t s . 2-3 (1975-1976), pp. 139-44,
156-57; Oakley, "Celestial Hierarchies," 27-28.

CHAPTER I:
THE HISTORIOGRAPHY OF SACRAL KINGSHIP:

1890-1970

Sir James G. Frazer (1854-1941) occupies a most
prominent place in the modern historiography of sacral king
ship.

His renowned work The Golden Bough (1890)1 combined

the literary talents of a trained classicist with the global
perspective of a pioneer social anthropologist.

Indeed, it

may quite fairly be said that this British scholar introduced
the subject of sacral kingship to an entire generation.
Frazer contested the prevailing view that kings had first
stepped forth in history as simple warriors.

On the contrary,

he maintained, early kingship was fundamentally connected
with the special beliefs and practice of tribal religion:

Isir James G. Frazer, The Golden Bough:
A Study in
Magic and Religion (3rd ed., 12 v o l s T ; New Y o r k :
Macmillan
fiTCo. , 1935)”. For a more concise statement, see his Cambridge
Lectures, 1904:
"The Sacred Character and Magical Functions
of Kings in Early Society," published as The Magical Origin
of Kings (1920; rpt. London:
Dawsons of Pall Mall, 1968).
For- general assessments of Frazer's work, see:
R. Lienhardt,
"James George Frazer," International Encyclopedia of the
Social Sciences (1968) ,~V~, 550-53; H. R . H a y s . From Ape to
Angel:
An Informal History of Social Anthropology (New York;
Alfred A. Knopf” I960) , p p . 119-371; T7 W. Penniman, A Hundred
Years of Anthropologv (3rd e d . ; London:
Gerald Duckward &
Co., Ltd., 1965), pp. 142-46.
2C. Edsman, "Zum sakralen Konigtum in der Forschung
derletzen Hundert
Jahre," in The Sacral Kingship, p. 4;
A. E. Crawley, "King:
I n t r o d u c t o r y Encyclopaedia of Reli
gion and Ethics, ed. J. Hastings (1924), V I I / 709-11;
Westermann, "Sacred Kingship," 118.
14
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What is essential to the understanding of
the character of kings in early society is
some acquaintance with the principles of
primitive magic, and some notion of the
extraordinary hold which that ancient
system of superstition has had on the
human mind in all ages and in all countries.
For whatever else he may have been, the old
king seems commonly to have been a magician.-*
Frazer believed that magical practices stemmed from a specific
intellectual attitude characterized by the conviction that Man
can directly influence the course of Nature.

Moreover, socio

political institutions in general had developed along a path
which corresponded to distinctive stages of human psychic
development.

In Frazer's view, magic had preceeded religion;

the rule of sorcerors and magicians had been supplanted by
that of kings.

This sequential scheme is of central impor

tance in Frazer's work and must, consequently, be given
close attention.
Frazer contended that early man, upon confronting his
environment,

immediately formulated general rules and

procedures to manipulate the forces of nature.

Everyone

was thus initially his own magician, exercising such
generalized principles as "homeopathy” (like produces like)
and "contagion"
separation)4 .

(objects once in contact remain so despite
But when a regular food supply and hence the

communal well-being was considered to depend on continued

^Frazer, Magical Origin, p. 36; idem., Golden Bough,
Vol. I; 1: The Magic Art and the Evolution of Kings, p. 51.
4Ibid,, pp. 52-54,

237-43.
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appeals to the Divine, a special class' of public magicians
appeared.

These functionaries,

set apart from the rest of

society to perform the magical rites now considered essential
for the common good, soon found themselves in a unique posi
tion to amass great personal wealth and authority.
sequently,

Con

it was precisely the wisest and most determined

individuals who first moved into this magical, elite group.
The ablest magician, having worked his way skillfully through
the ranks of the new class, emerged as supreme tribal leader
- the chief or king.-*

In this fashion, an overwhelming

belief in the efficacy of magic, combined with a social
division of labor, had led directly from oligarchic to
monarchic rule.
Thus Frazer argued that the first unitary rulers in
human history were magician-kings who united in their
persons temporal authority and magical powers to ensure
their community’s welfare.

Indeed, in an age when distinc

tions between the human and divine spheres were normally
blurred, this sweeping concentration of authority often
enabled magicians to successfully pose as incarnate gods.
These individuals’ supernatural power was regarded as highly
unstable,

and hence they were subject to sometimes elaborate
£

restrictions

(tabus) and prescriptions.

On the other hand,

-’ibid. , pp. 214-19, 420-21; idem., Magical Origin,
pp. 149-52"!
-----------^Frazer, Golden Bough, I ;1, pp. 373-421 passim; id em .,
Vol. Ill:
Taboo and the Perils of the Soul, p p .1-25.
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such sacral rulers could also become sacrificial victims for
their community.^

Yet when the "Age of Magic" was succeeded

by the "Age of Religion," Frazer concluded,

the sacrificial

Divine King became the Priest King, interceeding between his
people and the gods by offering prayer and performing cultic
sacrifice. ^
Frazer adopted a very bold comparative method to
express his theory of sacral kingship, drawing evidence from
ancient European literary sources as well as current
ethnological reports.

His main classical sources were the

priesthood of Diana at Nemi in the archaic Roman religion,
and the priestly kingship of ancient Hellas.

Frazer noted

that the chief priest of Nemi held a titular kingship

("King

of the Wood," Rex Nemorensis) well into historical Roman
times.

Moreover, by ancient custom this priest-king had at

tained office only upon killing his predecessor.
that tradition commonly associated

the

Observing

Rex Nemorensis with

the god Virbius, Diana's consort, Frazer concluded that the
historical priest-kings of Nemi had in fact cultically imper
sonated their mythical predecessor

Virbius.^

Similarly, he

regarded the early kings of Rome from R.omulus to Numa as sacral
kings reigning as incarnate representatives of Jupiter, just as
the Rex Sacrorum and FIamen Dialis were to do during the Republic.

^Frazer, Golden Bough, Vol. IV:
pp. 9-58.

The Dying G o d , esp.

^Frazer, Golden Bough, I;l, pp. 371-72.
9Ibid., pp. 1-24.
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Frazer also pointed out that the dual kings of Sparta who,
as priests of Zeus offered all state sacrifices, were con
sidered to be constantly attended by dioscuric divinities,
the Tyndarids.^
Frazer maintained that control over crop fertility
was a major manifestation of the early king's magical power,
and cited representative expressions among the Homeric
Greeks, ancient Celts, and early Germans.

Indeed,

the con

centration of fructifying powers in the royal person, he
asserted, was a trait "shared by the ancestors of all Aryan
races from India to I r e l a n d . T h e

persistent popular

belief in the king's healing touch has been a particularly
dramatic expression of this supernatural power; numerous
French and English rulers, including Clovis, St. Louis, Edward
the Confessor, and Anne, are recorded as having practiced
this rite.

However, Frazer suggested that the healing touch

be regarded as an hereditary power belonging not only to
later Christian kings

(as his contemporaries generally

believed), but also to the more remote Germanic ancestors
of Anglo-Saxon and Merovingian rulers.

12

^ Ibid., pp. 44-50; idem., Golden B ough, I;2, pp.
171-94.
See further: E. Samter, "Flamines, and A. Rosenberg,
"Rex sacrorum," in Realencyclooadie der classischen Altertumswissenschaft, e d s . A. von Pauly, CT Wissowa, and W. Kroll;
1st- ser".— (1509), VI;2, cols. 2484-92; 2nd ser. (1914), I;l,
cols. 721-26.
^Fr az er , Golden Bough, I;1, p. 366.
12Ibid., pp. 368-71.
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But It was the ritual slaying of the royal victim
which constituted Frazer's main case for the magical nature
of early kings . The old-age and impending death of their incarnate
Divine King threatened the whole community with permanent
loss of the royal bounty-bringing power.
ensure continued prosperity,

Thus, in order to

the king was put to death at

the first notice of physical decline and succeeded by a more
robust individual, usually a kinsman.

Later,

the king was

granted a fixed term of office, at the end of which a
substitute was chosen and slain at ceremonies involving
ritual contests or single combat.

As evidence of this

practice, Frazer cited the "King's Flight"
ceremony of Imperial Rome,
of the Saturnalia King,

(Regifugium)

the fixed term and mock slaying

the apparent ritual demise of early

Roman k i n g s , as well as the killing of the Rex Nemorensis.
i

Moreover, he suggested that historical king-slayings underlie
many aspects of traditional European folk-ceremony, and
called special attention to the ritual mutilations performed
upon the May King of medieval festivals.

Indeed, the

variety of these rites suggested to him that the Divine King
could have embodied or represented not only general fructi
fying power, but specific vegetative spirits and deities as

■^Frazer, Golden Bough, I;2, pp. 1-6, 78-96; IV, pp.
204-20, 251-55; idem., Golden Bough, Vol. IX:
The Scapegoat,
pp. 406-11; idemT, Hagical Origin, pp. 160-70.
Another
example may be the myth of Balder's death in North Germanic
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Frazer's work has been soundly criticized on a number
of grounds.

In the first instance, his basic conceptual

model, i.e., the relationship of magic and religion, was
attacked even during his lifetime as a highly intellectualized,
indeed, blatantly ethnocentric construction.-^

It is true

that the supposed progress from magic, through religion,

to

science dubiously emphasizes the role of deliberate reasoning
in primitive religious category-formation and tends to dis
regard individual religious responses within a given community.
Much of these difficulties are in fact attributable to the
impact of Evolutionary thought, with its thirst for origins

religious traditions:
idem., Golden B o ug h, Vol. X ;1:
Balder
the Beautiful, pp. 101-105.
For early European seasonal
ceremonies rn general, see:
E. K. Chambers, The Mediaeval
Stage (2 v o l s .; Oxford:
Oxford University P r e ss , 1903), T,
Chap. VI:
"Village Festivals," pp. 116-45 pa ss i m .
^ R . R. Marett, The Threshold of Religion (3rd ed.;
London:
Methuen & C o . , L t d . , 1914), p p . 31-72 p a s s i m : I. King,
The Development of Religion, (New York:
The Macmillan Company,
1919), pp. 165-73; F. B. Jevons, An Introduction to the
History of Religion (6th e d . ; London: Methuen 6c C o ., L t d . ,
1914), p p . 177-79, 230-33, 282-95; R. Lowie, Primitive
Religion (London:
George Routledge and Sons, L t d . , T9"25),
p p . 136-48; L. R. Farnell, "The Value a n d 'the Methods of
Mythologic Study," Proceedings of the British Academy, Vol.
IX (1919-1920), pp. 46-48; W. Schmidt, The Origin and Growth
of Religion:
Facts and Theories, trans" H"! J. Rose (New York:
The Dial Press, 1935), o p . 123-24, 151-53.
See also more
recently:
E. 0. James, The Beginnings of Religion (New York:
Hutchinson's University Library, 1948), pp”, 46-48; T. Gas ter,
e d., The New Golden Bough (New York:
The New American
Library, Inc., 1959), p p . xviii-xix; Lienhardt, "James
George Frazer," 551-52.
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and systematic classifications, upon nineteenth-century
scholarship, in this case the British school of social
anthropologists.^

Indeed, The Golden Bough's broad, com

parative study of religious phenomena within an evolutionary
conceptual model does create the deceptive aura of ultimate,
unshakable truth.
Frazerian sacral kingship has received a large
measure of this general critical attack.

There is thus some

justice in the claim that his examples, rather than being
placed in their proper socio-political contexts, were directly
molded into a general theory of linear social development.
To assert that kings necessarily were direct descendants of
magicians and that kingship must necessarily have arisen
through magical practices were clearly unwarranted and mi s 
leading generalizations.

Medieval monarchs need not be the

lineal descendants of magician-sorcerors, nor were kingslayings always tied primarily to vegetative cycles and

1-*G. Mensching, Geschichte der Religionswissenschaft
(Bonn:
Universitats Verl ag , 1948), p p . 67-72; "Anthropology,"
Dictionary of Comparative Religion, e d . S. G. F. Brandon (1970),
S3-S4; Penniman, Hundred Y e a rs , pp. 177-78; Jane E. Harrison,
"The Influence of Darwin on the Study of Religions," in
Darwin and Modern Science, ed. A. C. Seward (Cambridge:
University Press, 1909), p p . 494-511; Farnell, "Mythologic
Study," pp. 41-42; G. Widengren, "Evolutionism and the Problem
of the Origin of Religion," Ethnos, X (1945), 57-96; J. Murphy,
The Origins and History of Religions (Manchester:
Manchester
University Press, 1949), p. 9; M. ETiade, "The Quest for the
'Origins' of Religions," in The Quest:
History and Meaning in
Religion, by M. Eliade (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1969)7 P P • 44-47; C. Scott Littleton, The New Comparative
Mythology:
An Anthropological Assessment of the Theories of
Georges Dumezil (2nd e d .; Berkeley:
University of California
Press, l9?3), p p . 37-38.
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fertility d e i t i e s . ^

In fairness, however, Frazer did not

proclaim his evolution of the sacral kingship as a universal
law; indeed, he issued repeated warnings on the s u b j e c t . ^
This must be considered all the more curious,

since his

prolonged emphasis on the particular magical origin of
kingship only invited such misattributions.

Moreover, it

should be observed that the Frazerian theory leaves little
room for varying degrees of royal sacrality and hence dif
ferent types of sacral kings, e.g., divinely descended rulers

1 fi

DA. Lang, Magic and Religion (London:
Longmans,
Green, and Co., 1901)7 e s p . pp. 82-122; Closs, "Heiligkeit,11
470; de Vries, The Study of Religion:
A Historical Approach,
trans. K. Bolle (New York:
Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc.,
1967), p. 200; James, "The Sacred Kingship and the Priest
hood," in The Sacral Kingship, p. 63; B. de Jouvenel, On
Power, trans" TT Huntington (New York:
The Viking Press,
1 W ) ~ , pp. 69-71.
But the Frazerian evolutionary pattern and sacrifi
cial kingship still occasionally appears:
Margaret Murray,
The Divine King in England (London:
Faber & Faber, 1954);
FT FT Raglan, The Hero (New York:
Vintage Books, 1956); H.
Nicolson, Kings, Courts, and Monarchy (New York:
Simon &
Schuster, T962).
Nor has Frazer's central interpretation of
the "King of the Wood," gone unchallenged:
Lang, Magic and
Religion, pp. 205-23; A. B. Cook, "The Golden Bough and the
Rex Nemorensis," Classical Review, XVI (1902), 365-80;
Fontenrose, Ritual"Theory of M y t h , pp. 36-A9; J. Z. Smith,
"When the Bough Breaks, History of Religions, XII, No. 4
(May 1973), 351-55, 367-70.
^ "T he re fo re . . . in putting forward the practice of
magic as an explanation of the rise of monarchy in some com
munities, I am far from thinking or suggesting that it can
explain the rise of it in all . . . "
Frazer, Golden B o ug h,
I;l, p. 334; idem., Magical Origin, pp. 35-37.
Frazer did
produce one special study of sacrificial kingship among an
early medieval oeonle of South Russia:
"The Killing of the
Khazar Kings," Folklore, XXVIII (1917), 382-407.
For an
example of the rigidly evolutionistic view of king?v",p that
had held sway over British anthropologists, see G.
Gomme's
article:
"Some Considerations on the Origin of Monarchical
Government," Transactions of the Royal Historical Society,
Vol. 5 (1877)7 pp.' 1 - F T .
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or cultic

representatives.^-®

Yet his discussion of royal

divinization and sacrifical kingship,

though overgeneralized,

is certainly a useful model for one specific form of sacral
kingship.

In a wider sense, Frazer's work has lasting value

for having so eloquently called attention to the fundamental
religious complexion of kingship in early societies.
Research into the subject of sacral kingship was
therefore boldly launched with The Golden Bough.

However,

it

must be pointed out that Frazer’s main conceptual premises
and much of his historical evidence were derived directly
from German scholarship.

Frazer was particularly indebted

to two fields of nineteenth-century research:

(1) the school

of "Lower Mythology," which sought the nature of Germanic
religiosity in popular beliefs and customs and (2) "Germanic
Antiquities," the reconstruction of early Germanic culture
from material,

linguistic, and legal survivals.

German scholars,

infused with the spirit of Romantic

Nationalism, had fervently collected the folklore and popular
traditions of their native land.

While one group of re 

searchers regarded these folktales as secular heirs of the
pagan myths and hence invaluable sources to reconstruct the
ancient Germanic pantheon,

another school contended that this

same evidence represented a lower-level of belief quite

^®H. H. Holz, "Zum Dialektik des Gottkonigtums," in
The Sacral Kingship, pp. 18-36 esp. 19-24; Gaster, New Golden
Bough, pp. 168-70; Widengren, Religionsphanomenologie, pp.
360-77; Westermann, "Sacred Kingship," 119-29.
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independent of the myths which,

indeed, were themselves

products of a more refined and recent

i n t e l l i g e n t s i a . ^

Proponents of this "Lower Mythology" thus maintained in ef
fect that the elves,

trolls, and assorted amorphous spirits

abounding in the folktales existed from ancient times as the
religion of the Volk over which an anthropomorphic pantheon
had later been erected.

Advances in comparative ethnology

strengthened their argument by finding among primitive
peoples a host of dominant yet impersonal spirits or forces
such as m a n a .

This view had several important implications.

The most immediate was a general devaluation and reduction of
the Germanic High-Gods in the prehistoric period.

Further

more, the later Germanic pantheon was then seen to have
arisen from cross-cultural contacts between the Near East
and the North.

^ A d v o c a t e s 0 f folktales as mythical detritus in
cluded a distinguished group of Heidelberg scholars:
the
folklore enthusiasts C. Brentano and A. von Arnim, the
philosopher-historians J. Gorres and F. Creuzer, and the
brothers Grimm.
See de Vries, Study of Religion, pp. 47-52;
A. Spamer, "Die Volkskunde," in Grundziige der Deutschkunde,
eds. W. Hoffstaetter, F. Panzer, and F. Schnabel (2 vols.T
Leipzig:
B. G. Teubner, 1925-1929), II, pp. 254-56; R.
Chase, The Quest for Myth (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State
University Press, 1949), p p . 39-48 pas si m; B. Feldman and
R. Richardson, The Rise of Modern Mythology (Bloomington, IN:
Indiana University Press, 1972), pp. 297-305.
The pioneer advocate of Lower Mythology was W.
Schwartz (d. 1899), who emerged from A. Kuhn's school of
"nature mythology."
See de Vries, Study of Religion, pp. 80-84;
Schmidt, Growth of Religion, pp. 78-79; G, Neckel, "Die
Mythologie," in Grundziige, eds. Hoffstaetter and Schnabel,
II,

p p .

2 4 1 - 4 5 .

20de Vries, Study of Religion, pp. 82-84; id em .,
"Present State of Studies," 78-81; Neckel, "Mythologie," p. 245.

25
The most influential spokesman of Lower Mythology
during the second half of the nineteenth century was cer
tainly Wilhelm Mannhardt (1831-1880).

The extensive research

in contemporary agrarian beliefs and practices conducted by
this diligent scholar provided the basic theoretical frame
work and evidential foundation for The Golden Bough. ^
Harvest customs were the particular concern of his outstanding
major work, Wald-und Feldkulte

(137 5 - 1 8 7 7 ) . ^

Mannhardt

discovered the widespread popular belief that crops harbored
distinct spirits that could be "captured" annually at harvest
time by the performance of certain specific rites.

Moreover,

he found that these collective fertility spirits were

^Edsman, "Forschung," pp. 4-5; "Mannhardt," Brockhaus Enzyklopadie, (1971), XII, 98; Eliade, "The History of
Religions in Retrospect:
1912 and After," in The Q u e st , p. 13.
Frazer indeed acknowledged his great debt to Mannhardt in the
preface to The Golden Bough’s first edition (1890), rpt, in
3rd e d . , I;l, pp. xii-xiii.
See esp. Vol. I ;1: The Magic A r t ,
Vol. IV: The Dying G o d , and Vol. VII:
Spirits of the Corn
and of the W i l d .
2^W. Mannhardt, Wald-und Feldkulte (2 v o l s . ; Berlin:
Borntraeger, 1875-1877), Vol". T! Per Baumkultus der Germanen
und ihrer Nachbarstamme ; Vol. II:
Antike Wald-und Feldkulte
aus nordeuropaischer tiberlieferung. For appreciations of
Mannhardt, s e e : de Vries, Study of Religion, pp. 84-86; J.
Dunninger, "Brauchtum," in D P A , ecf! Stammler, III, cols. 258283; A. Lang, Modern Mythology (London: Longmans, Green, and
Co., 1897), pp"! 41-64; idem , Myth, Ritual, and Religion
(1906; rpt. New York:
AMS Press, 1968), p p . 25-28, 32;
S. Reinach, Orpheus:
A History of Religions, trans. Florence
Simmonds (New York:
Liverwright, I n c ., 1930), pp. 91-93;
Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, pp. 362-65; Ingeborg
Weber-Ke H e r m a n n , Deutsche Volkskunde zwischen Germanistik und
Sozialwissenschaf ten (Stuttgart
J\ B. Metzler, 1969) , p p .
25-29; Littleton, New Comparative Mythology, p. 37.
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represented in ritual as a single vegetation god, much as
Mediterranean fertility rites had been focused around Cybele/
Demeter.

This personification of fertility spirits, Mannhardt

concluded, must have arisen from a fundamental association of
human and vegetative cycles.

23

Indeed, each transitional

period in the Fertility Deity's "life"

(e.g., birth, death/

burial) was signaled by a concomittant seasonal rite.

In

Southern areas, this central figure was generally represented
by Attis, and in the North by a king-figure.

Rather than

attempting to explain these similarities with diffusionist
generalizations, Mannhardt limited his inquiry to a careful
typological analysis of specific European ceremonies.
pointed out that the various royal figures

He

(May King, Wild

Man, Old Man) in many seasonal festivals, e.g., Whitsuntide
in Bohemia, Laetare in Lausitz, normally suffer ritual death
by mock decapitation, drowning or hanging,

followed by a

joyous "rebirth.
Frazer took Mannhardt's May King one step further.
Whereas the German scholar had interpreted this royal figure
as a primeval personification of a general fertility deity,
Frazer saw him as a popular survival of an historical sacral
kingship vitally associated with fructifying powers.

^Mannhardt, Wald-und Feldkulte,
II, pp. 273-301.

I,

pp.

^Mannhardt, Wald-und Feldkulte, I, pp.
341-68, 497-566 passim.

Both

1-6, 176-90,
155-218,
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views, indeed, proceed from the same initial premise:
natural fertility could be manipulated for the common good.
As Mannhardt's vegetation spirits were captured at harvest
to ensure continued prosperity,

so Frazer's sacrificial king

was killed in order to harness his beneficent powers.
Frazer also drew upon the mass of material collected
in the broad field of Germanic Antiquities.

2 5

He referred,

for example, to Jacob Grimm (1785-1863), whose classic study
Deutsche Rechtsaltertiimer had first appeared in 1828.
Although better known for his mythological s t u d i e s , G r i m m ' s
pioneering legal research had directly touched on the subject
of Germanic sacral kingship.

Grimm contended that the early

Germanic king's authority had ultimately been determined not
by personal qualities such as martial strength or outstanding

25This reconstruction effort was led by archeologists
as well as ethnologists and philologists, e.g., G. Kossinna,
C. Zeuss, 0. Schrader, W. Scherer, K. Mullenhoff.
See:
E.
Wahle, "Ur-und Friihgeschichte im mitteleuropaischen Raum,"
in Handbuch der deutschen Geschichte, eds. B. Gebhardt and H.
Grundmann (8th ed. , 4 v o l s .; Stuttgart: Union Verlag, 1954),
I, pp. 1-4; Mensching, Religionswissenschaft, p. 66; Ingeborg
Weber-Ke1lermann, Volkskunde, p p . 23-24; "Germanistik,"
Brockhaus Enzyklopddie, (1969), VII, 168-70.
^ J . Grimm, Deutsche Mythologie (1835); Engl. e d . :
Teutonic Mythology, trans. J. Stallybrass (4th e d . , 4 vols.,
1883-1888; r p t . New York:
Dover Publications, Inc., 1966).
For assessments, see:
de Vries, Study of Religion, pp. 82-83;
idem.; A G R , I, pp. 53-54; Chase, Quest for M y t h ,~ p p . 26-27;
L. Denecke, Jacob Grimm und sein Bruder Wilhelm (Stuttgart:
J. B. Metzler"] 1971), p p . 112-16; Feldman and Richardson,
Rise of Modern Mythology, pp. 408-10.
Grimm was one of those
who regarded folklore and legend as genuine residue of ancient
Germanic m y t h s , and sought to separate Nordic and Continental
material.
His work has been compared with The Golden Bou^h as
an "endless vertical digging-out of local lost lore.” Ibid.,
p. 410.
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wisdom but rather on the basis of certain widespread popular
superstitions regarding royalty.27

Thus he noted that

Germanic kings were commonly blamed for the occurrence of
natural disasters during their reigns.

Indeed, Grimm con

cluded that the authority of pre-Christian kings was essen
tially of a high-priestly nature, citing thereby the rituals
of the healing touch, bounty-bringing royal lustrations, and
continuing popular beliefs equating king and priest.

28

He

suggested that as many early Germanic oolitical and legal
principles had strong religious foundations, this priestly
royal authority must have been quite extensive.

Furthermore,

Grimm argued that the authority of pre-Christian kings had
been radically altered by the early medieval change of faith.
In the earlier period, "the rule of kings was priestly and
peaceful, and the leader of the army attained only a limited,
temporary authority."29

As Christianity had deprived kings

27j . Grimm, Deutsche Rechsaltertumer, eds. A. Heusler
and R. Hiibner (4th ed . , 2 v o l s ., 1899; rpt. Darmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1965), I, pp. 318-19.
For Grimm's
contribution to legal research, see:
Denecke, Jacob G r i m m ,
pp. 105-12; K. S. Bader, "Deutsches Recht," in D P A , ecT
Stammler, III, cols. 1975-76, 1989-90; H. Kantorowicz,
"Volksgeist und historische Rechtsschule," Historische Zeitschrift, CVIII (1912), 309-13; K. Miillenhoff, Deutsche Altertumskunde (5 vols.; Berlin:
Weidmannsche BuchhandTung, 187(5’—
1920), IV, pp. 97-98.
2®Grimm, Deutsche Rechtsalterturner, I,
see also idem. , T M , I, pp"! 64-65.

pp. 323-39;

29Grimm, Deutsche Rechtsaltertumer, I, p. 338; idem.,
Geschichte der deutsche Sprache (4th ed., 2 vols., 1880; rpt.
Hildesheim:
(T O l m s , 197b) , 1 , pp. 81-112.
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of their traditional priestly role, the only way left open
to restore the royal dignity was war-leadership.

This specific

interpretation of Christianity's impact on Germanic royalty
may have little evidential support, yet it is significant
that Grimm's general view of early Germanic kingship 's priestly
nature and sacral responsibilities reflected in popular and
legal rites re-emerged as major tenets of Frazerian sacral
kingship.
One of Frazer's younger colleagues, H. M. Chadwick
(1870-1947), attempted to clarify the historical dimension
of Frazerian kingship.

His wide-ranging political and cultural

study The Origin of the English Nation (1907) had a decided
influence on British and German research.

Chadwick was

particularly concerned with the bounty-bringing qualities
and responsibilities attributed to early Germanic k i n g s .
pointed,

He

for example, to the literary evidence which suggests

that in times of famine, natural or military disasters,
Swedish, Norse, and also Burgundian kings were sacrificed or
deposed by their people.30

Indeed, in pre-Migration times,

North and Continental Germanic peoples

(including the Angli,

ancestors of the English) had shared a bounty-bringing form
of sacral kingship associated with fertility deities and
seasonal vegetative ceremonies.

Chadwick noted, moreover,

that the Swedish royal line, the Ynglinger, can be directly

3®H. M. Chadwick, The Origin of the English Nation
(1907; rpt. Cambridge:
University Press, 1924), pp. 2l6-l8,
234-39, 301.

30
connected with the Nordic fertility god Yngvi-Frey and thence
perhaps to the earlier Nerthus fertility cult.

Thus he con

cluded that the kings of Old Uppsala were considered living
representatives of Frey and, as such, credited with this
d eity’s bounty-bringing attributes.

Furthermore, such royal

powers were expressed in magical rites performed at seasonal
festivals similar to those popular survivals Mannhardt had
observed.^
Chadwick demonstrated the important role which divinedescent beliefs have occupied in the ideology of Germanic
sacral kingship.

In particular, he recognized the value of

early medieval royal genealogies as sources for these beliefs.
Thus the Swedish Ynglinger as well as the Norse kings, both
claiming descent from Yngvi-Frey, may in Chadwick's view have
been regarded in cult as husbands of this god's consort,
i

Freyr.

In regard to the Anglo-Saxons, he noted that seven

of the eight extant royal genealogies commence with the god
Woden.

The East Saxon king-list, however, has one Sceaf as

eponymous ancestor;

the same figure also appears in later West

Ibid., pp. 220-51, 300-303.
For this bountybringing royal sacrality, see:
G. Ekholm, "The Peoples of
Northern Europe," in The Cambridge Ancient History (12 vols.;
Cambridge:
University Press, 1923-1939), XI, pp. 74-75; de
Vries, A G R , I, pp. 393-96; Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion,
pp. 194-201; E. S. Dick, AE. dryht und seine Sippe.
Eine
wortkundliche kultur- und reiigionsgeschichtlicne Betrachtung
zur altgermanischen Glaubensvorstellung vom wachstdmlichen
H e i l . Neue Beitrage zur englischen Philologie, Vol~ 3
(Munster:
Aschendorff, 1965), pp. 505-38,
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Saxon literary tradition.

12

Chadwick at some length"1

con

vincingly connected this Sceaf or Scyld-Scefing xvLth North
Sea religious tradition wherein corn-sheafs and perhaps
shields had been cult-symbols or manifestations of ancient
agrarian deities.
Chadwick argued persuasively that the royal
genealogies and king-lists should not be regarded as ficti
tious products compiled to add luster to aspiring dynasties.
Rather, they constitute a genuine corpus of ancient tradi
tion which, indeed, can indicate changing popular conceptions
of kingship.

Thus, from a fully divine priest-king, often

associated with a deity, whose very person could control the
forces of nature,

the early medieval king had descended to

the rank of a mere semi-deity.

Yet he was still regarded as

more than human in his bounty-bringing powers and divine
descent.33

32chadwick, Origin, pp. 252-77.
33ibid., pp. 300-303.
In an important earlier study,
Chadwick had described the Tacitean tribal priest (rex
sacrorum) as a former priest-king deprived of all temporal
power much like the Frazerian King of the Wood; the Merovingians
were comparable sacral kings shorn of their priestly functions
by Christianity.
Continental Germanic local leaders (OE.
aldorman, Frank, cotinc ), he continued, also performed
priestly duties as did their Nordic counterpart, the gothi;
"The Ancient Teutonic Priesthood," Folklore, XI (1900)] 274-77,
286-89.
See further:
Bertha Phillpotts, "'Temple Administra
tion and Chieftainship in Pre-Christian Norway and Iceland,"
in Saga-Book of the Viking Society, Vol. 8 (1914), pp. 264-84;
M. Olsen, "Le pretre-magicien et le dieu-magician dans la
Norv&ge ancienne," Revue de l'Histoire des Religions, CXI
(1935), 117-221.
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Chadwick must be credited with drawing attention to
the great antiquity and cultic significance of kingship in
Northern Europe.

Having outlined the historical record of

pre-Migration Germanic kings, he concluded that kingship had
indeed once been universal in the North,

though differing

degrees of royal authority had existed even in early times.
Chadwick also substantially endorsed and publicized K.
Miillenhoff's important observation that early Germanic
kingship frequently was a matter of multiple rather than
unitary rulership within a single community.

Of particular

value were Chadwick's remarks on "the sacred peace-king,"
already noted by Grimm, v i z ., the non-military ruler inti
mately associated with tribal religion in a priestly and
judicial capacity.

It is this ancient tribal king, Chadwick

implies, who represents the historical prototype of the royal
figure in European festivals.

The Migration Age had thus not

given birth to medieval kingship, but rather had fostered
social conditions which favored the rise of warrior kings over
an older type of bounty-bringing sacral kingship.^5

xt need

hardly be pointed out that Chadwick's view was directly
opposed to the prevalent opinion on early Germanic socio
political structure.

Constitutional and legal historians

■^Chadwick, Origin, pp. 289-300.
The territories of
such multiple kings could be very small indeed (ibid., pp. 291,
296-97); Miillenhoff, Dt. A l t . , IV, pp. 182-97.
^^Chadwick, Origin, pp. 236-37, 300-302.
See also
Chadwick's general work The Heroic Age (Cambridge: University
Press, 1912), pp. 3 6 6 - 7 2 3 7 6 - 7 ? :
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had long proclaimed a pre-Migration age of "primitive
democracy" when primary tribal authority lay in the Assembly
of free warriors.

Within this supposed egalitarian order,

kings had very limited powers;

indeed, Germanic royal

authority only became distinctive after the Migrations and
contacts with the Roman world.
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Chadwick on the contrary properly emphasized the
age and diverse forms Germanic kingship had assumed, while
noting at the same time the general uniformity in pre-Migration
religious beliefs and practices across a wide area of NorthWest Europe.

His literary-historical approach to complex

mythological and popular traditions proved to be an especially
valuable contribution in itself.

Although not directly con

cerned with sacral kingship, as Frazer had been, Chadwick
nevertheless did much to wrest the subject out of its anthro
pological womb.

His historical conclusions, admittedly

speculative at times, were also highly suggestive and struck
directly at most of the issues which all subsequent sacral
kingship research has had to confront.

■^^Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung, pp. 305-307,
has ably discussed this matter; see also:
Stenhenson,
"The Problem of the Common Man in Early Medieval Europe,"
American Historical Review, LI (April 1946), 419-38, and A.
Dopsch, Economic and Social Foundations of European Civiliza
tion, trans. Miss.M. (T Beard and Mrs. Nadine Marshall (1937;
rpt. New York:
H. Fertig, 1969), pp. 180-88.
For some
standard treatments, see:
H. Brunner, Deutsche Rechtsgeschichte
(2 vols.; Leipzig:
Duncker 6c Humblot, 1887-1892) , T] pp"! 114-16;
W. Stubbs, The Constitutional History of England (6th e d . , 3
vols.; London':
Clarendon Press, 1897), 1, p p . 27-32, 71-73;
R ; Schroder, Lehrbuch der deutschen Rechtsgeschichte, ed. Baron
Eberhard von Kunssberg (6th e d . ; Berlin:
W. De Gruyter, 1922) ,
pp. 14-16, 26-31.
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In 1924, the young French historian Marc Bloch (18871944) published a study addressed specifically to the royal
healing rite which Frazer had earlier observed on a larger
scale.

Les rois thaumaturges united a painstaking textual

analysis with an extensive chronological scheme to become an
internationally recognized landmark in the research of
European sacral kingship.3?

Bloch considered royal thaumaturgy,

i.e., the healing touch of kings, to be one specific mani
festation of a persistent European popular belief in royal
divinity.

Indeed

the great vitality of this belief is well

attested by the many transformations which the rite underwent
in adopting to new religious and political circumstances.

A

critical examination of the earliest evidence is not suffi
cient, he contended;

one must also determine what enabled

kings to claim such extraordinary powers.
i

Block examined the French and English evidence and
concluded that the first kings whose practice of thaumaturgy
can be convincingly attested are the early Capetians in France
and the first Plantagenets in England.
medieval kings

If certain early

(e.g., the Merovingian Guntram and Anglo-Saxon

Bloch, Les rois thaumaturges (Strasbourg:
Librairie Istra, 19257) There is now an English translation
of the 2nd ed. (Paris, 1961):
The Royal Touch:
Sacred
Monarchy and Scrofula in England and France, trans. X! E .
Anderson (London:
Routledge & Kegan l?aul, 1973).
For
Bloch's contribution, see:
Edsman, "Forschung," p. 10; P. E.
Schramm, "'Mythos1 des Konigtums.
Eine Einfuhrung in das
Problem:
Monarchie in Europa," in Schramm, Kaiser, Kon ig e,
und Papste.
Gesammelte Aufsatze zur GeschicEte des Mittelalters (5 v o l s .; Stuttgart: A. Hiersemann, 1968)7 T~,
pp. 69-70.
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Edward the Confessor) were ascribed thaumaturgic or kindred
powers before this time, he believed the matter must be at
tributed to either Church or dynastic interpolations.

The

early medieval thirst for the miraculous, Bloch insisted,
would scarcely have overlooked such dramatic occurrences
had they in fact ever taken

p l a c e .

38

In Bloch’s opinion, the origins of medieval
thaumaturgy lay in both Romano-"Oriental" and ancient Ger
manic concepts of royal sacrality.

Thaumaturgy had ap

parently been an element of the Roman imperial-cult; the
emperors Vespasian and Hadrian, for example, had both
practiced the healing ritual.

Although the rites of Rome's

eraperor-cult did not long survive the Empire's political
fragmentation, Bloch argued that the "habits of thought" they
reflected continued to thrive in the collective conscious
ness of the W e s t . I n

this sense, Roman beliefs and prac

tices of sacral rulership had left a lasting imprint on all
levels of early medieval society.
Germanic kingship as well was "deeply impressed with
a religious character."

40

Indeed,

this lower-level, popular

belief in royal sacrality engendered the strong sense of

38Bloch, Rois, pp. 29-49 passim.
39

Ibid., pp. 63-64, adding that "a certain tendency to
confuse the categories of politics and divinity did not com
pletely perish," i.e., even after the imperial-cult waned, (p. 64)
40Ibid., p. 55.
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loyalty toward specific early medieval royal lines.

Bloch

pointed out that such royal divinity, however, was more com
monly expressed as a control over crop fertility and general
well-being than a specific healing p o w e r . ^

After their con

version to Christianity, Germanic kings could no longer
claim to be divinities.

Yet as in the case of the imperial-

cult, old mental habits lived on to endow early medieval
kings such as the Merovingians with a "vague aura of mysti
cism" based on lingering folk-memories of past divinization,
Only this, said Bloch, can account for the dynasty's longevity
after actual power had passed to Pepin's descendants, as well
as the latter's repeated failures to assert independent
a u t h o r it y. ^
Bloch observed that Christian unction, itself a
product of Old Testament ideas circulating within the Gallic
Church, had in effect reintroduced ancient Near Eastern con
cepts of sacral kingship into the West.

Thus, when Pepin

was anointed his entire dynasty acquired a new and "authentic
sacrosanctity," fully Christian and biblically a p p r o v e d . ^
These ideas,

furthermore,

took firm root in Western Europe

after the ninth century, with the institutionalization of
royal anointing.

Yet as a result of this process, king

^ I b i d . , pp. 55-60.
See further:
Evil," ERE7~e?- Hastings, VII, 736-38.
^Bloch,

Roi s, p p , 60-62.

^^Ibi d ., pp. 65-69.

W. Axon, "King's

37
and priest were only further assimilated in the popular mind. <
Thus by the high middle ages, Bloch continued, kings were
considered divine not only by virtue of age-old sacral
memories but also by the more recent, Church-sanctioned
rite of u n c t i o n . ^
Bloch's work put the substance and method of
Frazerian sacral kingship to the historical test.

An ini

tial textual examination raised serious objections to
Frazer's contention that Merovingian and Anglo-Saxon kings
had practiced thaumaturgy by virtue of their divine n at ur es .
His findings demonstrate only too clearly, noted Bloch, that
when seeking historical details, broad cross-cultural analogy
must be avoided or at least held in proportion,

for "one

cannot expect to rediscover in Europe all the institutions
of O c e a n i a . g u t Bloch thereupon carried his historical
refinements directly to the heart of Frazer's theory.

In the

first instance, he readily admitted that Frazer had been cor
rect in linking early political institutions to the "primitive
mentality."

However,

these no doubt universal mental habits

attain an historical dimension as they are applied in dif
ferent periods and circumstances.

Historians consequently

must not be satisfied with Frazer's broad functional categories

44-Ibid. , pp. 71-76 passim; see also Bloch's Feudal
Society, trans. L. A. Manyon T 2
vols.; Chicago:
University
of Chicago Press, 1961), II, pp. 379-83.
^ Bl o c h ,

R o i s , p. 54.
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of primitive mentality.

Rather,

the ideas of sacral kingship

rooted in the popular consciousness can be approached through
their specific manifestations in rite.

Lfi

This way of tapping

the elusive "collective consciousness" by studying documented
changes in its ritual expressions was an ingenious solution
to a fundamental historical problem.

Bloch was surely correct

when he observed^7 that scholars have generally been repelled
by what he termed the "irrational" ideas explicit in the
"mystique of kingship."

Furthermore, he properly emphasized

that the vitality of European sacral kingship beliefs rested
AQ

not only upon aristocratic but also popular traditions.
It is regrettable that historians have for the most part not
carried forward Bloch's pioneering investigation of this
significant popular component behind European sacral kingship
beliefs.
Shortly after Bloch's work had appeared,
anthropologist and Indie scholar A. M. Hocart

the English

(1884-1939)

^ Ibid., pp. 18-21, 52-54.
"There remains the
intrinsic notion of the sacred and miraculous character of
kings, an essentially psychological feature, and the rites we
are considering constituted only one among many of its
manifestations." (p. 20).
47Ibid., pp. 18-19.
^®"If an institution marked out for particular ends
chosen by an individual will is to take hold upon an entire
nation, it must also be borne along by the deeper currents of
the collective consciousness . . . for a rather vague belief
to become crystallized in a regular rite, it is of some
importance that clearly expressed personal wills should help
it to take shape." (ibid., p. 86). Moreover, Bloch implies
throughout that both traditions were inseparably interwoven
in the "mystique" of kingship.
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presented a penetrating comparative study entitled Kingship
(1927), based to a great extent upon the fund of Near and
Far Eastern ("Panbabylonian") literary sources that had been
gathered in the West since the late-nineteenth century.

49

Hocart observed that kings appear in the very earliest his
torical records and that whether in ancient Egypt,

the Near

East, India, or the Greco-Roman world, kings were considered
divine beings,

earthly representatives of the gods.

The bond

between king and Divinity had been understood in a quite
literal sense; indeed,

it constituted the ancient world's

standard pattern of authority.

Moreover, Hocart claimed

that this symbiotic relationship may be seen in royal activi
ties themselves.

For the king, by following strict rules

49

A. M. Hocart, Kingship (Oxford:
Oxford University
Press, 1927), and see Edsman, "Torschung," pp. 12, 15; C l o ss ,
"Heiligkeit," 470-71.
For the impact of Panbabylonism on
religious-historical research, see:
de Vries, Study of
Religion, pp. 95-98; Mensching, Religionswissenschaft, pp.
64-65; iTchmidt, Facts and Theories, pp. 97-98, and Edsman,
"Forschung," pp. 5-6.
^ Ho ca r t , Kingship, pp. 7-9, referring, among others,
to the Homeric k i n g s , the archon basileus, and the rex sacrorum.
Hocart spoke elsewhere of king-worship as mankind's first
known religion, and argued that the practice of worshipping
kings under their own names, though incarnations of several
gods, led to the notion that the many gods were but manifesta
tions of the One.
Monotheism, he continued, was also fostered
by the conquests of a mighty king who united both the terri
tories and the divine attributes of subjugated petty kings:
Hocart, "The Origin of Monotheism," Folklore, XXXIII (1922),
282-93; rpt. in The Life-Giving Myth and OtKer Essays, by A .
M. Hocart, ed. F~ ST! Raglan (1952; rev. ecT London: Methuen
6T*i^ o 77— Ltd. , 1969), pp. 66-77.
See also his later work Kings
and Councillors (1936; rev. ed. with introd. R. Needham.■
C h i c a g o U n i v e r s i t y of Chicago Press, 1970), pp. 86-101.

\
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of conduct or tabus (Celt, geasa) to ensure well-being and by
administering justice to promote social cohesion, had in
effect impersonated Divinity and the divine attributes.-^
Hocart contended that kingship must be recognized as
a complex institution with changing structural features.
Moreover, he agreed with Bloch that royal rituals can reveal
the ideological pattern of kingship.

His attention was

directed especially to investiture and coronation rites,
which he regarded as major manifestations of sacral rulership.

In Imperial Rome,

for example,

the title imperator was

conferred after a decisive victory and as part of a triumph
procession.

Indeed the candidate seems normally to have

impersonated Divinity by dressing as Jupiter for the occasion.
Restoration of this title and ritual in the Late Empire,
Hocart believed, was thus a program to restore the ideological
link between Emperor and Divinity.

^ Hoc ar t, Kingship, pp. 55-56.
Thus the king is
often represented as the sun, i.e., regularity.
For the
Celtic geasa which affected all social classes, see further:
D illon."Taboos of the Kings of Ireland"; Draak, "Kingship
in Pagan Ireland," pp. 662-63; J. A. MacCulloch, The Celtic
and Scandinavian Religions (1948; rpt. Westport, C T : Green
wood Press, 1973), ppV 51, 94.
52nocart, Kingship, pp. 87-96 passim. The victory had
at first been a moral one7 a magical contest with evil, per
sonified as "The King's Enemies." (ibid., pp. 30-31).
Hocart
saw the conjunction of victory and consecration as evidence
that royal authority had been conditional on manifestations
of divine virtue, e.g., good harvest or military success
(ibid., p. 95).
For these specific Roman rites, see further:
Lily Taylor, Divinity of the Roman Emperor, pp. 44-46, 57,
153 and Versnel, Triumphus, pp~! 56-93, T7T-97.
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Christian consecration also symbolized the king's
ties with Divinity.

Did not the early medieval king,

like

the priest, receive unction and communion in both kinds?
The region between king or emperor and god had sharply
narrowed in both the late classical and early medieval
Christian worlds.
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Hocart thus regarded royal consecration

rites as a form of initiation whereby the king underwent a
fundamental change of nature and emerged with a sacral status.
Moreover,

the common elements of repetition and imitation also

indicated to Hocart that these royal ceremonies were ritual
re-enactments of divine precedents which had the beneficent
effect of ensuring prosperity.
The king's ritual rebirth at his consecration ceremony
is most dramatically recorded in

Vedic

ritual literature.^

-^Hocart, Kingship, pp. 93, 120-22,
"Sacred Kingship," 121-22.

129.

Westermann,

^ A s creation myths were precedents for ritual re
generations, i.e., imitations of the world's origin.
Hocart,
Kingship, pp. 193-97, 199-202; see also i d e m ., "The LifeGiving Myth," in The Labyrinth, ed. S. H. Hooke (New York:
Macmillan and Co." 1935), pp. 261-81; rpt. in Life-Giving
M y t h , ed. Raglan, pp. 9-27; ide m., Kings and CouncillorsT
pp. 60-71 passim. This cosmogonic interpretation puts one
strongly in mind of Eliade, who indeed admits a debt to
Hocart (Eliade, Cosmos and History, pp. 80-81).
For con
secrations as initiation, see A. van Gennep, The Rites of
Passage, trans. Monica Vizedom and Gabrielle Caffee (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1960), op. 110-13.
^ H o c a r t,
Kingship, pp. 21-27, 77-80; idem., Kings
and Councillors, ppT 93-9$, following the text of the
Satapatha Brahmana (sixth century BC), trans. J. Eggeling
(5 vols.; Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1882-1900), Vols. XII,
XXVI, XLI-XLIV of The Sacred Books of the E a s t , ed. F. Max
Muller (50 vols.; Oxford:
Clarendon Press, TS’79-1910). For
this Vedic royal rite, see further:
J. C. Heesterman, The
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Hocart properly stressed the value of this intriguing material
in a comparative study of kingship.

The royal anointing with

water and clarified butter, administered by the priest, was
central to the elaborate ceremony.

Three mantles entitled

respectively inner, outer, and womb of sovereignty were con
ferred upon the Vedic king as visual signs of his rebirth.
Thereupon the officiating priest handed him five dice,
declaring, "Thou art the master:

may these five regions of

thine (i.e., four quarters plus zenith) fall to Chy lot," and
then presented a ceremonial wooden sword called "Thunderbolt."
After his crowning, the king took three steps around the
altar in imitation of Vishnu;

thence he circumambulated his

territory, stopping at the four quarters to receive his
vassals' hommage.

In addition,

the new king had to observe

two specific tabus for a full year:
uncut and his feet uncovered.

his hair must remain

Hocart noted that the Indie,

Greco-Roman and other inauguration rites have many similar
structural elements, v i z ., victory,
investiture, and procession.

impersonation, unction,

Indeed, he identified their

common source as the royal enthronement sequence of ancient
Near Eastern seasonal festivals.

Ancient Indian Royal Consecration (The Hague:
Mouton & Co.,
1957); C~. Drekmeier, Kingship and Community in Early India
(Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1962), p p . 19-21,
141-46; and esp. J. Gonda, Ancient Indian Kingship from the
Religious Point of View (Leiden:
E . T . BrillT 1966), P P ■
79-93.
■^Hocart, Kingship, p. 98.
See also Fontenrose,
Ritual Theory of Myth; pp. 74-75; A. E. Crawley, "Anointing,"
ERE"ed':" Hastings, l ~ 549-54.
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Hocart summarized his findings by showing how the
institution of sacral kingship affected conceptions of the
gods.

Since ensuring food supply was rather mechanical,

the ancient priest-king did not enjoy great authority.

But

when his exemplary and beneficial personal rules of conduct
were extended over others,

the sacral king acquired coercive

authority and ascended rapidly to awesome ''majesty.”
hardly coincidental, he added,

It is

that deities with distinct

personalities have appeared at a quite late period of world
history.

Romans, Celts, and Germans,

for example, only

evidenced these personalized gods under Hellenistic influence.
In short, extension of the sacral king's power resulted in
thd gods acquiring personalities.-^

This general spiritualiza

tion of material events, Hocart observed, characterizes all
ages of religious ferment and discovery.

For when belief

will no longer follow established lines of accuracy, religi
osity ("the persistent soul-ache") turns to more uncramped
modes of expression.58
A number of Hocart's assumptions regarding European
sacral kingship are, however, rather unsatisfactory.

How the

-^Hocart, Kingship, pp. 227-28.
As an "impersonator
of deities, his fortunes rose as the gods rose from being
impersonal doubles of natural objects to the greatest heights
of ideal personality"; conversely, the king's successes
glorified the gods he represented (ibid., p. 238).
58Ibid., pp. 240-42.
This is but one of Hocart's
significant excursuses into religious psychology; see also
idem., Kings and Councillors, pp. 72-80.

i
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bounty-bringing king extended an essentially moral authority
remains unclear in his discussion, but individuals popularly
regarded as able to control the forces of nature surely fulfilled a more than prosaic or "mechanical" social role.

59

Hocart's solar mythological view is particularly ill-advised;
Indie and Fijian analogies cannot be so summarily transposed
to the West.

Also, the claim that Roman, Celtic, and Germanic

pantheons had first appeared by diffusion from the highly
personified Hellenistic model must be seriously questioned.
Both Hocart and Fraser adopted cross-cultural,
comparative methodologies in studying early kingship as a
religio-political entity.

Hocart, however, maintained that

sacral kingship ideology had been invested in a complex
institutional structure whose basic outline, though modified
in time and place, can still be determined.

In this way, he

considerably narrowed the focus of research to specific
structural elements such as consecration.
ist" interpretation emerges,

Hocart's "Pattern-

for example, in his objection

to the Frazerian view that rituals reveal a unique, nonrational "primitive mentality.

Furthermore, he considered

5^But Hocart did examine this issue at some length
in Kings and Councillors, where he concluded that the king's
jurisdiction had spread precisely by extending his sacrality
(pp. 140-55 passim) .
^Hocart, Kingship, pp. 199-202, where he argues that
m o d e m thought processes cio not substantially differ from
those of the past.
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royal rituals as manifestations not only of sacral kingship
ideology, but of an entire cosmological system.

Although

Hocart on occasion had sacrificed historical detail to his
wider comparative and structuralist vision, he lucidly
disclosed

the many significant and, indeed, remarkable cor

respondences in the ritual and ideology of sacral kingship
among later branches of the Indo-European family.
During these years, the French comparative philologist
Georges Dumezil (1898-) was shaping an interpretive synthesis
of Indo-European mythology, religion, and social structure.
With his monograph Mythes et dieux des Germains

(1939),61

this challenging theory was brought to bear on early Germanic
kingship.

In recent years, Dumdzil's influence has spread

far beyond the borders of mythological studies; indeed, his
views have received that keen response so often accorded
multi-faceted, developing

h y p o t h e s e s

.62

Moreover,

some of

6lGeorges Dumdzil, Mythes et dieux des Germains:
essais d 1interpretation comparative (Paris:
Le ro ux , 1^39).
Among Dumdzil1s earlier works, Ouranos-Varuna (1934) and
F1amen-Brahman (1935) deserve special mention.
62For an. appreciation of Dumdzil with full bibliog
raphy, see C. Scott Littleton, The New Comparative Mythology
(2nd ed.; Berkeley:
University of California Press, 19?3),
the collection Hommages a Georges Dumdzil. Collection
Latomus, Vol. 45 (Brussels: Revue d'etudes latines, 1960),
and the symposium volume Myth and Law Among the IndoEuropeans, ed. J. Puhvel.
UCLA Center for Comparative Folk
lore" and Mythology, Publications, I (Berkeley:
University
of California Press, 1970).
See also:
de Vries, Study of Religion, pp. 182-86;
Eliade, "History of Religions,'1 pp. 32-34; Closs, "Heiligkeit,"
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the most significant historical research in the field of
sacral kingship during the past two decades has had a
decidedly "Dumdzilian" conceptualization.
The early Germans, Dumdzil states, shared with all
other Indo-European peoples a fundamental tripartite ideology
reflected in their social structure,

religion, and mythology.

Thus, the Indo-European divine triad:

king-magician god,

martial god, fertility god, correspond to a three-fold social
structure with distinct functions:

magical sovereignty,

warrior force, agricultural fecundity.^3

This ideological

473; J. Brough, "The Tripartite Ideology of the IndoEuropeans: An Experiment in Method," Bulletin of the School
of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, XXII(1959), 68-86; Gonda, "Some Observations on Dumezil's Views
of Indo-European Mythology," Mnemosyne, IV, no. 13 (1960),
1-15 (both very critical).
A. P a t n , "L'Oeuvre de Georges
Dumdzil," Critique, IV, no. 24 (May 1948), 429-39; J. Batany,
"Des 'Trois Fonctions' aux 'Trois Etats'?" Annales. E S C , XVIII
(1963), 933-38; H. Fugier, "Quarante ans de recherches sur
l'ideologie indo-europeenne: La methods de M. Georges
Dumdzil," Revue d'histoire et de philosophie religieuse, XLV
(1965), 358-74; P. Smith and D . Sperber, "Mythologiques’ de
Georges D u m d z i l Annales. E S C , XXVI, nos. 3-4 (May-August 1971),
559-86; G. Larson~ "The Study of Mythology and Comparative
Mythology," in Myth in Indo-European Antiquity, ed. G. Larson,
UCSB Institute of Religious Studies, Publications, I
(Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1974), pp. 9-11;
M. Vereno, "On the Relations of Dumezilian Comparative IndoEuropean Mythology to the History of Religions in General,"
in Myth in Indo-European Antiquity, ed. Larson, pp. 181-90.
^ Dumdzil, Mythes et dieux, p. 12.
In this equation
of the sacred and social orders, Uumdzil evinces his debt to
Durkheimian sociology.
Note that by "function" Dumdzil also
means the sacred and social strata themselves.
Littleton,
New Comparative Mythology, pp. 5, 39. For Dumdzil's affinities
with the "structuralists," especially Levi-Strauss, ibid.,
pp. 185, 202-203; Smith and Sperber, "Mythologiques," 5130-86.
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and societal tripartition, however, was most distinct on
the borders of the Indo-European world, v i z ., among the ItaloCelts and Indo-Iranians.

A priestly class charged with the

maintenance of tradition,

for example, is well-attested among

all the Indo-Europeans except the early Germans, Slavs, and
Greeks.

Early Germanic society in particular exhibited an

unstable dynamism quite unsuited to fixed, hierarchical
classes.^
Dumezil maintained that among the Germans, as also
the Proto-Indo-Europeans, kingship

("first function

sovereignty") was magico-religious in nature.

The king-

magician had in effect been "the guarantor of prosperity,
the talisman,

the living palladium of the social group.

Ritual slayings of such kings were performed in order to
preserve the dynasty's "virtue," thereby demonstrating that
this kingship was essentially "linked to family blood, not
to personal merit."^6

However, Dumezil insisted that this

^Dumdzil, Mythes et d ieux, p. 11:
"The /Germani^/
gods became as difficult to class, hierarchize, and define as
men; social and functional criteria no longer have value - at
least not as clearly and immediately as for the Gallic or
Latin gods," Also ibid., pp. 5-7, observing that Germanic
priesthood seems to have been more a temporary, chosen office
than a fixed class.
65lbid.( p, 5Q, Dumdzil's early work has a Frazerian
stamp; see Littleton, New Comparative Mythology, pp. 43-45, 53.
For his thoroughly modified view on Frazerian kingship, see
the magnificent study La religion romaine archaique (Paris:
Payot, 1966), /¥ngl. etf.l Archaic Roman Religion, trans. P.
Krapp (2 vols.; Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1970),
I, pp. 15-17, II, pp. 576-8|7.
Mythes et dieux, p. 23.
Comparative Mythology, pp. 63-64, 222-23.
^Dumdzil,

Littleton, New

1
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fertility control was only a secondary aspect of a funda
mentally magical, shamanistic royal personality.

Further

more, these royal sorcerors had as their divine representa
tives the High Gods themselves

(Varuna, Ouranos, D i u s , Odin),

dispensors of all-encompassing magical powers . ^

Yet this

Indo-European pantheon also contained a basic element of
opposition.

For the universal High Gods of right-rule and

stability had their potentially violent,

"inspired" counter£ Q

parts, e.g., the warrior gods Indra, Zeus, Mars, Thor.
Germanic kingship in practice, Dumezil suggested,
constantly fluctuated between two such ideologies and forms:
the virtues of blood and of force, "the administrator-magician
and the conqueror-hero.

As Tacitus observed, many Germanic

tribes contained (indeed, reconciled) both royal va r i e t i e s . ^

^Dumezil, Mythes et dieux, p. 23:
Such kingship is
"non-warlike, but all the more formidable since its interven
tion is immediate, universal, multiform."
^ Ibid., pp. 25-30.
See further:
Eliade, "La
souverainete et la religion indo-europeene," Critique, VI, No.
35 (April 1949), 342-49; P. Arnold, "La notion de souveraindtd
chez les Indo-Europeenes: en marge de 1'oeuvre de Georges
Dumezil," Cahiers du Sud, XXXVI (1952), 3-8; de Jouvenel,
Sovereignty^ trans. J. Huntington (Chicago:
University of
Chicago Press, 1957), pp. 21-22, 34; Betz, "Alt. Rel.," cols.
1557-58, 1576-78; E. Meletinskij, "Scandinavian Mythology as
a System," Journal of Symbolic Anthropology, II (1973), 62-78.
Mythes et dieux, p. 23.
"The opposition
of these two conceptions of royal power appears fundamental
in the life of the Germanic peoples . . . " (ibid., p. 42).
^Dumezil,

70Ibid., p. 25.
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In effect, Germanic sovereignty could be expressed through
priestly or military functions.

Odin is not only rune-master,

the god of prophecy, magic and disguise, but also of battlefury.

This basic polarity or bipartition was especially

pronounced among the early Germans because of a progressive
"military evolution" in Germanic society, and hence a
militarization of their g o d s .

Dumezil noted that Odin

figured in Germanic mythology as the chief of warriors but
not as an actual fighter; by the Viking Age, however, Odin
(Wodan) had become the preeminent warrior deity.

When the

Migrations had enabled warriors to attain social prominence,
their representative deity Odin assumed the warrior aspect of
sovereignty:
King-god and god of the king, master of runes
and patron of priests, it seems that he /pdin7
was able to maintain and extend his prestige
only by changing from rex and sacerdos into
d u x , by becoming the celestial guarantor of
a kind of vague "Teutonic Order" where an
entire people was mobilized.
Odin's judicial role was then adopted by his divine auxiliary
Tyr (Tiwaz, U l l r ) , the protector of the law.
Suggestive though these views may be, their particular
demonstration does considerable violence to historical method.
As has just been noted, Dumezil insisted that the Germans had
transported over millenia an ideology inherited from their
Proto-Indo-European ancestors.

Due to the slow militariza

tion of Germanic society, class distinctions were more fluid

71Ibid., p. 154.
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than in other Indo-European ar eas.
of relative tranquility,

Ho wever, during periods

the old tripartite pattern (magical

sovereignty, warrior force, agricultural fecundity) would
reassert itself.

Dumezil based this extensive theory upon

restricted sources and unwarranted analogy.

In particular,

he has seen fit to reconstruct an entire continental Germanic
ideology from preponderantly North Germanic
literary

sources,

(Scandinavian)

always with ready reference to comparative

("homologous") Indie and Italic material.

Thus, as examples

of first-function monarchs, he repeatedly cited the notorious
Swedish and Norse sacrificial k i n g s ,^
evidence is yet more meager,
to the pre-Migration period.

His Continental

far from definitive,

and confined

In short, Dumezil's presenta

tion of Germanic kingship displays as almost flagrant in
sensitivity to historical diversification.

Much the same

i

criticism can indeed be levelled upon his larger view of
Germanic r e l i g i o n . ^

Had not Tacitus sufficiently emphasized

72Ibid. , p. 51-53.
73
Dumezil's second, thoroughly revised edition is more
appropriately entitled:
Dieux des Germains: essai sur la
formation de la religion scandinave (PariT, 1959), /_Eng1. e d . :
Gods" of the Ancient Northmen^
E. Haugen.
UCLA Center for
Folklore and Mythology, Publications, III (Berkeley:
Univer
sity of California Press, 1973)T7.
^ S e e , e.g.:
3uchholz, "Perspectives," 114 n. 7:
"Any study of Germanic religion has to start from Scandinavian
and continental Germanic sources considered within the frame
of their time and place." Helm, "Mythologie auf alten and
neuen Wegen," Paul und Braunes Beitrage zur Geschichte der
deutschen Sprache und Literatur, LXXVlT (1955), 365 : "Germanic
religion is in the least part Indo-European."
E. A. Philippson,
"Phanomenologie, vergleichende Mythologie, und germanische
Religionsgeschichte , " Proceedings of the Modern Language A s
sociation, LXXVII (1962) , T 9 2 . For an excellent overview7”
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the religious and political diversity of the pre-Migration
Germanic world?

Dumezil's explicit assumption that conti

nental Germanic religion was "very closely analogous" to
that of the Scandinavians^ thus has to be greatly modified
if not rejected.
Yet Dumezil's contributions to the study of sacral
kingship must not be underrated because of the particular
historical shortcomings evidenced in Mythes et dieux des
Germains.

In fact, he made no claim to be an historian,

much less a Germanist.

He described his study as "a first

comparative approximation," intended to raise issues and
encourage further

r

e

s

e

a

r

c

h

.

To this end, it has been

see:
E. Polome, "The Indo-European Component in Germanic
Religion," in Myth and L a w , ed. Puhvel, p o . 55-82.
^Dumezil, Mythes et d ieux,

d

. x.

76lbid.: "What matters for our purpose is less the
local color of phenomena than their form, less detail than
the principle of action."
Idem., "L'Etude comparde des
religions des peuples indo-europeens," P B B , LXXVIII (1956),
173-80.
Dumdzil has not made a thorough, special study of
Germanic sovereignty and royal sacrality.
Note, however,
his two significant works which touch on the issue:
"La
Rigsthula et la structure sociale indo-europdene," Revue de
1'HistoTre des Religions, CLIV (1958), 1-19 /Engl. trans. J.
Lindow in Dumdzil, Gods of the Ancient Northmen, ed. Haugen,
pp. 118-257 and Du mythe au roman:
La sage de Hadingus et
autre essais (rev/ ed/ Paris:
Presses Universitaires de
France/ 19"70) , /Engl. ed. : From Myth to Fiction:
The Saga
of Hadingus, trans. D. Coltman (Chicago:
University of
Chicago Press, 1973/7In the wider Indo-European context of sovereignty,
see Dumdzil’s Mitra-Varuna: essai sur les deux representa
tions indo-europdenes de la souveraindtd' (2nd e d. ; Paris :
Gallimard, 1948), and more recently his series, Mythe et
epopde I : L'ldeologie des trois fonctions dans les epopdes
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an unquestioned success.

In particular, Dumezil's biparti

tion of the sovereign function is an extremely valuable
research model.
German sacral kingship research generally ignored
Dumezil's new theory and, with several notable exceptions,
continued along the rather confused path of nineteenthcentury mythological study.77

it should be mentioned, however,

that significant research, principally in the early Scandina
vian area, was being conducted prior to the second world

des peuples indo-europeennes (Paris:
Gallimard, 1968), e s p .
pp. 261-303 pa ss im ; Mythe et epopee I I : Typiques epiques
indo-europdennes: un h e r o s , un sorcier, un roi (Paris:
Gallimard, 1971), /lEngl. e d . : The Destiny of a ^ i n g , trans.
A. Hiltebeitel (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1973),
esp. 112-297.
His recent work, Fetes romaines d'ete et
d 'automne (Paris: Gallimard, 1975) contains important'dis cussions of seasonal royal rituals in ancient Rome, Vedic
India, Scandinavia, and Ireland (pp. 115-219 passim) .
77A s an example of this curious inertia, see H.
Naumann, "Die magische Seite des altgermanischen Konigtums
und ihr Fortwirken in christlischer Zeit," in Wirtschaft und
Kultur. Festschrift Alfons Dopsch, ed. G. P. Bognetti et alT
"(Leipzig: R. M. Rohrer, 1938) , p p . 1-12.
But cf. the
important institutional study of F. Kern, Gottesgnadenturn
und Widerstandrecht im friihen Mittelalter. Zur Entwicklungsgeschichte der Monarchie (Leipzig:
K. F . Koehler, 1914),
Engl. rev. e d . : Kingship and Law in the Middle A g e s , trans.
S. B. Chrimes (1939; r p t . New Y o r k : Praeger Publishers,
1956) which argued strongly for a special hereditary sacrality
in early Germanic royal families, and P. E. Schramm's
valuable attempt to identify specific rites of medieval king
ship with ancient Germanic concepts of royal sacrality:
Der
Konig von Frankenreich. Das Wesen der Monarchie vom 9. zum
16. Jahrhundert (2 v o l s .; Weimar:
H. Bohlaus, 1939).
Also,
the philologist F. R. Schroder succinctly described the
vital links between god, king, and tribe:
Ingunar-Freyr
(Tubingen:
Mohr, 1941); idem., "Mythos und Heldensage,"
Germanische-Romanische
Monatsschrift, N. S., V (1955), 6,
--------------------------------------
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war by Swedish, Norwegian, and Danish
midst of this disarray,

s c h o l a r s . 78

In the

the Germanist Otto Hofler (1901-)

presented an innovative, vigorous study of Germanic royal
sacrality, Germanische Sakralkonigtum (1952).

Hofler's main

purpose was to determine the relationship between king and
Divinity which lay at the heart of Germanic sacral kingship
ideology.

Moreover, Hofler brought to this task an impres

sive command of diverse Germanic philological, historical,
mythological, and archeological evidence.79

78

See the following influential studies:
V. Gronbech,
Vor folkeaet i oldtiden (4 vols.; Copenhagen:
V. P i o s , 19091912), E n g l . e d . : The Culture of the Teutons, trans. W.
Worster (2 vols.; London: Oxford University Press, 1931), I,
pp. 157-71, a unique, intuitive probe of early Germanic
religious psychology which, however, has been superseded.
Also:
S. Eitrem, "Konig Aun in Uppsala und Kronos," in
Festkrift till H. Falk (Oslo, 1927), pp. 245-61; 0. von
Friesen, "Har det nordiska kungadomet sakralt ursprung?"
Saga och sed (1932-1934), 15-34; S. Lindqvist, Uppsala hogar
och Ottarshogen, with Engl, summary (Stockholm:
Wahlstrom &
Widstrand, 1936); K. Olivecrona, Doma till Konung (Lund, 1942),
German e d . : Das Werden eines Konigs nach altschwedischem
Rechte:
Per Konigsritus als magrscher A k t , trans. K. Wuhrer
(Lund: C7 Gleerup, 1947).
Some of these works are discussed
by McTurk, "Sacral Kingship in Ancient Scandinavia," 139-40,
159-60; A. V. Strom, "King-God," p. 702; Ejerfeldt, "Ger
manische Konigtum," pp. 336-37; Betz, "Alt. Rel.," cols.
1553-56.
790 . Hofler, Germanische Sakralkonigtum I: Per
Runenstein von Rok und die germanische Individualweihe
(Tubingen: FT Niemeyer, 1952).
This work was actually com
pleted in 1944 as the firs t of a proj ected three-volume series.
See the following important reviews:
H. Kuhn, Anzeiger fur
deutsches Altertum, LXVII (1954-1955), 51-61; K"! H a u c k , H Z ,
CLXXVI (1953), 55^-64; de Vries, "Das germanische Sakral
konigtum," G R M , N. S., Ill (1953), 183-89.
For general
assessments of Hofler's work, see:
Closs, "Heiligkeit," 47476; Ingeborg-Weber-Kellermann, Volkskunde, pp. 72-73; K. von
S e e , Germanische Heldensage. Stoffe, t’robleme, Methode
(Frankfurt: Athendum Verlag, 1971), ppT 39-45.
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Hofler maintained that the early Germans, like many
other peoples of Antiquity, had recognized and arranged their
lives in subordination to Divinity.

Indeed, all major ele

ments of Germanic institutional and intellectual life were
infused with the Divine.

This sacral ordering of human

society can be seen in the fact that breaches of the law
were considered primarily as sacrilegious offenses.

For

the law was not a human construction but rather a divine
gift, a part of the comprehensive world-sacrality.8^

Royal

sacrality thus constituted only one special kind of link
between men and the gods.

Belief in the king's holiness

assumed many forms, Hofler stated, but in general the king
was held to be beneath the divine power from and with which
his own royal authority was' tied.

Moreover,

the Germanic

king frequently expressed this personal relationship with
Divinity by a ritual consecration or dedication to a particu
lar deity.

Through this act, men saw their kings as "bearers

of a special grace and . . . bound in the service of a god
for life."81
Therefore, in Hofler's view both the folk-law and the
king's holiness were but sections of a larger,
versal divine order.

indeed, u n i 

He particularly emphasized the point

S^Hofler, Sakralkonigtum, pp. viii-xii; he praises
Grimm for having seen "the religious forces operative in the
Teutonic past" (p. x i i ) .
®1Ibid., pp. xii-xiii, 83-89, 350-55 pa ss im . Thus
the ki ng ’s aacrality was not a matter of inherited divinity,
nor was it derived from military success or magical abilities.
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that the Germanic king was seen not as a god, but a divine
representative, a semi-deity who shared the divine power and
dignity.82

That this divine pervasiveness was profoundly

regarded is borne out, for example, by the close connection
of the gods' names with all "the major forms of historical
existence," e.g., battle-force, Thing-law, and royal power.88
Hofler thus believed that the essential nature of Germanic
kingship lay in the link between king and people, and
particularly in the ways the folk evaluated the king's dig
nity.

In the Teutonic saga-tradition, this "historical

dynamics of mythological-religious ideas" has found dramatic,
lasting e x p r es si on .^

Due to the scattered and indeterminate

82Ibi d., pp. 85-88, and pp. xi-xii for possible forms
of divine representation by Germanic kings.
Hofler summarizes
elsewhere:
"The king has a share in the essence of the god
but is not identical with him, for the god is more and greater
than the king - the king stands under the god, has his dignity
from him and in such manner is bound to the divine dignity
by a service.
Yet it is not a servile relationship as a
slave is bound to his master, but an essence-link rather like
that of a son to father.
The son stands under the father yet
bound with him in blood and thus in essence-union." "Der
Sakralcharakter des germanischen Konigtums," in The Sacral
Kingship, p. 676.
88Hofler has argued persuasively that Thing-sacrality
bestowed a special dignity to the king whom it elected.
Ibid.,
pp. 694-95.
84-Hofler, Sakralkonigtum, p. xiv:
"The power of the
numinous finds in saga a hundred and thousand-year continuing
resonance."
Hofler has long been a leading spokesman for the
theory that basic institutional and ideological elements of
Germanic culture, like those associated with sacral kingship,
continued unbroken from ancient times through the Middle Ages.
See his influential article, "Das germanische Kontinuitatsproblem," HZ, CLVII (1938), 1-26 esp. 9-15.
For an excellent
summary of this wide-ranging, convincing theory, see:
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nature of these sources, however, Hofler chose to proceed
to the study of Germanic sacral kingship from the more
concrete historical and archeological evidence.
Hofler noted various accounts which seem to substan
tiate his view of royal dedication.

The Batavian leader

Civilis, for example, reportedly began his uprising against
Rome by taking an oath in a sacred grove.

He thereupon dyed

his hair red and vowed to leave it uncut until the war's
successful conclusion.®-’

According to Hofler,

this oath and

its rites constitute a traditional Germanic royal consecration
to divinity which, moreover, had profound social consequences.
For a king thus dedicated to his patron deity and surrounded
by a band of youthful, pledged followers formed in effect a
cultic warrior-society of great martial and religious vitality.
Hofler observed that such units were part of the Indo-European
heritage and drew attention to similar bands in ancient India,
dedicated to the war-god Rudra ("The Red G o d ") , whose members
in fact were distinguished by their disheveled, red-stained

K. Bosl, "Die germanische Kontinuitat im deutschen Mittelalter,"
in Miscellanea Mediaevalia, ed. P. Wilpert (Berlin:
W. De
Gruyter, 1962), p p . 1-25, rpt. in Bosl,
Friihformen der
Gesellschaft im mittelalterlichen Europa (Munich: R~! Oldenb o ur g, 1964) , pp"! 80-105; a l s o : Closs , "Historische
Ethnologie und Germanistik," Anthropos, LI (1956), 833-91.
®®Hofler, Sakralkonigtum, pp. 195-97.
Hofler also
identified a long-hair cult among the Chatti (first century
A D ) , the Saxons and Franks (sixth century), and a hair-dyeing
ritual among the Alamanni (fourth century):
ib id ., p. 197.
He assumed that Wodan must have been Civilis' ''patron"
diety:
ibid., pp. 199-201.
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hair.®^

Furthermore,

these cult-societies among the Germans

expanded to an inter-tribal level, that is, to form con
federations drawn from different peoples bound together in
allegiance to a sacral king vowed to the war-god.

Such were,

in Hofler's opinion, the compelling ideological bases of
those Germanic leagues- (e.g., of Ariovistus and Odoaker)
which wreaked such havoc upon the Roman world.

87

However, Hofler's main case for the Germanic dedica
tion rite rested upon his interpretation of a renowned
archeological monument - the runestone of Rok.
Hofler,

According to

this early ninth-century runic inscription of south

east Sweden relates that a certain aged rune-master, Varin,
vows his son to none other than Theodoric,

the fifth-centurv

Ostrogothic king, in order to avenge the death of another

®^Ibid., p. 198.
Hofler had earlier published a
brilliant study of these warrior societies among the early
Germans and their ties with Wodan:
Kultische Geheimbunde der
Germanen (Frankfurt:
M. Diesterweg, 1934), esp. pp~. 323-41,
"Wodan und die germanischen Mannerbiinde"; also idem., "Ober
germanischen Verwandlungskulte," Zeitschrift fur deutsches
Alterturn, LXXIII (1936), 109-15, and see W. Hopper's review:
Anthrop'os, XXX (1935), 270-74.
Hofler drew upon similar
anthropological studies by H. Schurtz, A. Webster, Lily
Weiser and S. Wikander; see further:
Clemen, "Alterklassen
bei den Germanen," A R W , XXXV (1938), 60-65; Closs, "Neue
Problemstellungen in” der germanischen Religionsgeschichte,"
Anthropos, XXIX (1934), 492-93.
Dumdzil relied heavily on
these works: Mythes et dieux, pp. 22, 81-91.
87Hbfler, Sakralkonigtum, pp. 341-43; ide m.,
"Sakralcharakter," pp. 696-699.
These "ecstatic martial
cult-bands" perpetuated the Migrations and greatly enhanced
their royal leader's role; hence, as Dumezil had noted, their
god Wodan eclipsed the older Tiwaz of the peace and lawassembly.
ibid., pp. 698-99.
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son, Vermod, who had fallen to a band of twenty Viking
raiders.The
features.

inscription thus contains several curious

It recognizes that 'in-^uoric has been dead for

three centuries, yet calls upon him for aid in a forthcoming
struggle.

In addition, the rune-master1s avenging son is

yet unborn though Varin is now ninety years old.
In the first instance, Hofler noted that Theodoric
was a scion of the Amal family which claimed descent from
one Gapt

(Gaut), an incarnation of Odin (Wodan) and his

"family" the Aesir (ansis) .

As such,

the last Ostrogothic

king was likely regarded during his lifetime as a representa
tive of Wodan,

sharing the essence and attributes of his

divine ancestor.

At cultic occasions,

the sacral k i n g ’s

share of Divinity fully broke forth to the point where one
may speak of divinization albeit in restricted, momentary
form.

Hofler contended that Theodoric underwent an apotheosis

after his death which fully equated him with Wodan, and he
compared this process with the Greek heroes whose supernatural powers could be called upon years after their death.
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The continuations of the Rok-inscription add another
dimension to Hofler’s interpretation.

For Varin the rune-

master was apparently a local priest-leader claiming descent

®®Hofler, Sakralkonigtum, pp. 4-9, 25-30, 349-50 pa ss i m .
89ibid., p p . 69, 352.
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from the same divine family as the Ostrogothic A m a l s .
lies in Ostergotland,

Rok
qr\
the tribal god of which was G a u t .

Indeed, it is likely that this region was the ancestral home
of the Goths before their long migration to Italy.

Thus

Varin's cultic appeal attests a ritual expression of sacral
kingship,

the endurance of its accompanying belief-system

and its consolidating role in Germanic tribal life.
Hofler contended that his view of Theodoric as sacral
king is borne out by both ecclesiastical and native Germanic
saga-tradition.

For while the late classical and Church

position presents the "rational," political view of Theodoric
as Imperial enemy, the "inner Teutonic recollections" as
evidenced on the Rok-stone and in saga have transformed the
historical Theodoric into the "demoniac" Dietrich von Bern
and indeed have equated him with the Wodanistic Death-Rider.
leader of the furious Wild Host so prominent in Germanic
folklore.^

This transformation, Hofler insisted, was no

9®See also, Hofler, "Sakralcharakter," pp. 677, 687;
idem., "Abstammungstraditionen," Reallexikon der germanischen
Altertumskunde, ed. J. Hoops, 2nded, (1973-), I , 24-27; 3e
Vries, A G R , IT, pp. 41-42, 91-92.
The Gausus of the Lombard
king-list and possibly Geat of many Anglo-Saxon royal pedigrees
are likely further examples of this Wodan-hypostasis.
^Ho fl er , Sakralkonigtum, pp. 94-96, 267; idem.,
Kultische Geheimbunde, pp. 36-44; i de m., "Sakralcharakter,"
p p . 676-80, and de V r i e s , "Theodoric der Grosse," G R M , N. S.
XI (1961), 319-30; idem., Heroic Song and Heroic Legend, trans.
B. Timmer (London:
Oxford University Press, 1963) , p p . 48-51.
See further:
Grimm, TM, I, pp. 372-73, III, 936-40; Naumann,
"Dietrich von Bern," Handworterbuch des deutschen Aberglaubens,
ed. H. Bachtold-Stiubli (10 vols.; Berlin:
W. De Gruyter,
1927-1942), II, cols. 293-95; L. Weniger, "Ferialis exercitus,"
A R W , IX (1906), 217-21; Hodgkin, Theodoric, pp. 370-427.
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mere flight of epic fantasy, but rather represented a deeply
earnest "basic form of Germanic piety," a religious-historical
complex of belief and rite concerning sacral kingship.

The

sense of religious fraternity maintained by the Goths of
northern Italy and the Gauts of Scandinavia testifies to the
Q O

persisting strength of these ideas and practices.
Hofler must be commended for having consistently
regarded royal sacrality in terms of fundamental Germanic
religious beliefs.

Indeed, in his view Germanic sacral

kingship was a primary form of religiosity as well as a
major religio-political institution.

Yet the evidence used

to support his view of royal dedication is of somewhat unequal
weight.

Thus the confirmation of a sacral oath by various

rituals is adequately attested among the ancient and early
medieval Germans,

and the suggestion that royal sacrality was

also linked to election by the hallowed Thing was a most
valuable insight.

Large scale cult-societies are less visible

in continental sources but would go far to account for the
remarkable dynamism of early Germanic migrations and coloniza
t i o n . ^

xhe Rok-stone's value as an example of dedication

^ H o f le r,

Sakralkonigtum, pp. 350-52.

^ H o f l e r distinguished a tribal or "Thing-kingship"
tied to ancient fertility deities, and a more recent "retinuekingship" associated primarily with Wodan and centered around
martial bands and their sacral kings who represented the war
godr
"Sakralcharakter," pp. 696-99.
Hofler's interpretation
is akin to Dumdzil's theory of royal sacrality, but he has
never fully acknowledged his debt to the French scholar.
See
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to a Germanic sacral king, however,
Hofler's reading of the runes.

is wholly dependent on

Specialists sharply disagree

over his interpretation, but apparently cannot completely
dismiss it on philological grounds.

94

When seen within the

context of sacral kingship, as Hofler first suggested,
puzzling inscription is greatly clarified.

the

On the other '

hand, HSfler's desire to substantiate his theory by constant
reference to chronologically indeterminate mythological and
popular traditions no doubt represents the work's main
historical shortcoming.

It is admittedly true that Hbfler's

views were overstated and not always models of clarity.95
Nonetheless,' his challenging and enthusiastic approach to a
wide range of significant sources opened a new direction in
modern sacral kingship research.
In a major article appearing in 1956, the distinguished
Dutch religious historian Jan de Vries (1890-1964) ably sum
marized the prevailing state of research on early Germanic

most recently:
Hofler, "Zwei Grundkrafte im Wodankult,” in
Antiquitates Indogermanicae. Gedenkschrift fur H. Guntert, ed.
M. Mayrhofer et al. (Innsbruck:
Institut fur Sprachwissenschaft der Um v e r s i t a t s Innsbruck, 1974), pp. 133-44.
^ v o n See, Heldensage, pp. 44-45; W. Krause, Runen
(Berlin:
W. De Gruyter, 1970), pp. 103-105; de Vries,
"Sakralkonigtum," 184, 187-89.
^^Oakley, "Celestial Hierarchies,” 28 n. 90; Graus,
Herrscher. pp. 22-24, 314-18 pa ss im : McTurk, "Sacral Kingship
in Ancient Scandinavia," pp. 142-44.
Otto von Friesen, who
first noted the Rok-stone's cultic significance (1920), was
more reserved than Hofler.
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kingship.^

This prominent Germanist assembled,

as had

Hofler, a wide range of sources yet with a more balanced and
coherent presentation.

De Vries first turned his attention

to Tacitus' much-quoted commentary on Germanic kingship:
"They £i.e.,
birth,

the Germans/ choose their kings for their noble

their warlords for their valor."^7

This terse account

apparently distinguished two types of Germanic leaders and
authority but far from clarifies the functional relationship
between rex and d u x .

De Vries made the important point that

Tacitus in fact had source access only to the Rhineland tribes
in contact with Rome and, moreover, had clearly stated that
varying degrees of royal authority existed throughout "inner
Germany.Kingship

terminology, de Vries suggested, reflects

the ideology and political configuration of Germanic royal
sacrality.
For example, the early Germans seem not to have had
a cognate form of the prot. IE. *r e g , "king"
Celt. *r i k s ; Skt. raj).

(>Lat. r e x ;

Rather, one finds G m c . *kunungaz

(>0E. cyning, OHG. kuning) employed from the sixth century

^ J . de Vries, "Das Konigtum bei den Germanen,"
Saeculum, VII (1956), 289-309.
See Closs, "Heiligkeit," 476;
Betz, "Alt. Rel.," cols. 1558-59; K. Bolle, "Jan de Vries
1890-1964," History of Religions, V, no. 1 (Summer 1965),
173-77.
97"R.eges ex nobilitate, duces ex virtute sumunt."
Tacitus, Germania, vii; ed. M. Hutton.
The Loeb Classical
Library (London: W. Heinemann, 1963).
9^de Vries,

"Konigtum," 290-91.
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by the West Germans and Gmc. * thiuthanaz (>Goth. thiudans;
ON. thjorthann) two centuries later among East and North
QQ

Germanic groups.

Like many other Indo-European peoples,

de Vries continued,

the early Germans regarded their kings

as bearers of divine blessings in addition to being political,
judicial, and military leaders.

Germanic kings were held

responsible for tribal prosperity and sometimes received
posthumous veneration similar to the ancient Greek heroes.
Moreover,

this royal sacrality was rooted in divine descent,

as royal genealogies and name-giving practices indicate.
Indeed,

the term *kunungaz (<Gmc. *kunja "family," i. e. ,

royal family) indicates the clan-bound, descent-based nature
of this sacrality.101

^^Ibid., 291-92, 301-03.
Thiuthanaz cognates later
appeared among some West Germanic peoples as well (OE.
theoden; OS. thiodan).
lOOibid., 295:
"The Heil of the king, we must con
clude, is tied to the clan from which he is sprung, flows
through all members from generation to generation, and finds
its source in the primal ancestor.
Tradition clearly shows:
the primal ancestor is a god."
"For these family trees are
really not contrived inventions of flattering court genealo
gists . . . a family's Heil is manifested even in the names
which members of a royal house bear.” See also his more
succinct account of Germanic royal sacrality:
A G R , I,
pp. 394-96.
lOlde Vries, "Konigtum," 299:
"We must now assume
that the family from which he /¥unungaz7 springs was a
divine family.
Therein lies the pregnant sense of the
root-term kunj a . The regia stirps is thus properly a
divina stirps."

i
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De Vries directly employed Dumezilian theory to
'demonstrate how Germanic sacral kingship ideology had adapted
to changing socio-political conditions.

Thus, he asserted,

the divine pair Tiwaz/Wodan represent, respectively, the
magico-judicial and the military-"inspired" aspects of a
unitary sovereign function.

This polarity indeed explains

Tacitus' account:
The rex is the Tiwaz-side of kingship, the
leader in his sacral aspect who thus also
had priestly functions . . . The dux is
the leader in battle, the typical
"Odinistic"-side of lordly p o w e r . 1^2
However, the conservative rex-aspect of royal authority if
left to itself could only end in social stagnation; its
counterpart,

the violent yet creative dux aspect, was

equally necessary to revitalize the social

o r d e r .

^3

De

Vries further observed that the West Germanic migrations
involved not mass movements of families, but small raiding
parties led by temporary warlords
dedicated themselves to Wodan.

(duces)' who had often

Once settled, such war-band

leaders founded hereditary realms as kings of new dynasties.
Under these social conditions, argued de Vries,

the warrior

IQ^Ibid . t 2 9 7 .
De Vries believed that this division
of royal authority between warlord and priest-king was a
Proto-Indo-European configuration, and may account for dual
kingship among the early Germans and others (ibid., 296, 299
n. 54).
103Ibid,, 296.
Thus royal authority "had two aspects:
it maintained the old and created the new."
See also idem.,
"Germanic Religion," 86:
"An entire philosophy of royalty
can. be discovered in this polarity . . . the petrified system
had to be broken by an eruption of creative forces . . . "
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element of this kingship would certainly have eclipsed the
priestly/judicial aspect.

Early medieval kings had forged

a new "charismatic" type of kingship whose sacrality was
more immediately associated with the battle-god Wodan than
the god of judicial order, Tiwaz.104
De Vries, therefore, found in Dumezil's theory a
valuable model to disentangle specific, often conflicting
accounts of early Germanic royal authority.

His pronounced

sociological orientation, moreover, greatly clarified the
historical dimension of Dumezil's bipartite sovereignty.
However, the philological argument for a post-Migration
blending of originally distinct sacral spheres, although
generally convincing, remains a somewhat speculative, con
struction for a period whose literary remains are themselves
so meager.

Yet de Vries' monograph was a thorough, much-

needed synthesis of the principal evidence available.
For nearly thirty years, the distinguished Germanist
Karl Hauck (1916-) has been examining interrelationships
between early Germanic religious ideology, cult practices,
and political structures.

His outstanding work in this field

began with a lengthy study into the notion of so-called
"blood-holiness" or hereditary sacrality among ancient and
medieval Germanic peoples.

Hauck first noted that the idea

104de Vries, "Konigtum," 297-99; idem., "Sur certains
glissements fonctionnels de divinitds dans la religion
germanique," in Hommages k Georges D um dzil, pp. 83-95.
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of a special sanctity belonging to members of Germanic ruling
families has left a clear imprint in literary sources from the
fifth century onward.

Most of these accounts stem from

aristocratic circles and closely link royal sacrality to
divine descent.

However, he pointed out that there is also

considerable evidence of similar beliefs existing concurrently
on "popular" levels of

s

o

c

i

e

t

y

.

The German emperors,

for

example, apparently supported such popular beliefs by p e r 
forming various archaic rituals such as circumambulation and
crop blessing.

At the same time, they were themselves

enthusiastically proclaiming links with previous ruling
dynasties, most notably the Carolingians.

This glorification

of blood-ties can also be seen in the claims made by many a
noble German family to descend from traditional heroes and
semi-deities,

e.g., the Harlungen or Dietrich von Bern.

Descent-ties to classical figures and people are variations
of the same process.
Hauck then directly turned his attention to the preChristian origins of blood-holiness.

Occasionally, he noted,

the tribal god appeared directly as ancestor of the royal
clan and source of its sacrality.

Yet in most cases, belief

Hauck, "Gebliitsheiligkeit," in Liber Floridus :
MittellateiniseheStudien. Festschrift Paul Lehmann, e d s .
B"! Sischoff and S. Brechter (St. Ottilien:
Eos Verlag,
1950), pp. 187-95.
106lbid., pp. 197-223 pa ss im ; see also idem., "Die
Ottonen und Aachen, 876-936," m Karl der Grosse:
Lebenswerk
und Nachleben, ed . W. Braunfels (5 v o l s . ; Diisseldorf : TT!
Schwann, 1965-1968), Vol. IV: Das Nachleben, pp. 39-53.
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in the king's inherent holiness arose from an outstanding;
heroic achievement, usually a decisive military victory that
confirmed the lord's sacral quality.

Cultic celebrations,

including acclamation and shield-raising, often marked the
event and served to strengthen the sacral battle-victor's
charisma.

Such victorious leaders then became kings of new

peoples and consequently appear at the head of many royal
genealogies as semi-deities.107

Indeed, Hauck noted that

according to Ottonian and Staufian chroniclers,

the claim

to the Imperial title was often based on such an epoch-making
victory and the therein manifested "magical power of victory"
(virtus) .
Hauck thus suggested that the Germanic concept of
blood-holiness had two complementary aspects.

Firstly, he

identified a popular belief in the sacrality of royal blood
i

and its bounty-bringing virtues which was indeed readily
translated after the Christian conversions into the "work
holiness" of saintly rulers.

On the other hand, the equally

107 Idem. , "Gebliitheiligkeit," pp. 224-30; idem. ,
"Zur Genealogie und Gestalt des staufischen Ludus De Antichristo,11 G R M . N. S., II (1951-1952), 1-26.
See further:
W. Schlesinger, "Herrschaft und Gefolgschaft in der germanischdeutschen Verfassungsgeschichte," HZ, CLXXVI (1953), rpt. and
rev. in Herrschaft und Staat im Mittelalter, ed. H. Kampf.
Wege der Forschung, TI (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1964), p. 158; Wolfram, "Methodische Fragen,"
pp. 485-88.
l°sHauck,"Gebulutsheiligkeit," p p . 230-35; H. Beumann,
"Die sakrale Legitimierung des Herrschers im Denken der
ottonischen Zeit," Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung fur Rechtsgeschichte.
Ger. Abt., LXVI (1948), 1-45; P. Rorig^
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archaic glorification of the royal clan continued to be
expressed in aristocratic descent-claims into the high middle
ages.^^

Hauck's study represents one of the few attempts

since that of Bloch to emphasize the remarkable persistence
of the popular element in sacral kingship ideology and its
continuing reflection in medieval records.
Four years later, Hauck made a noteworthy contribu
tion to P. E. Schramm's magisterial work on medieval symbology,
Herrschaftszeichen und Staatssymbolik.

His particular

Gebliitsredht und freie Wahl in ihrer Auswirkung auf die d t ,
Geschichte. Abh. d .d t .A k .d .W i s s ., P h i l .-Hist.K l ., 5 (EerTin,
1948); Hi Naumann, "Der 'Modus Ottinc' im Kreis seiner Verwandten," Deutsche Vierteljahrsschrift fur Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschichte, XXIV (1950), 470-82; Hofler,
"Sakralcharakter, p p . 682-87.
lO^Hauck, "Gebliitsheiligkeit," pp. 237-39.
See also:
"Heil:
Gebliitsheiligkeit," Brockhaus Enzyklopadie, VIII (1969),
297-98; Kern, Kingship and L a w , pp"! 61-68.
For- this literary
echo of Germanic sacral rulership, see further:
Hauck,
"Mittellateinische Literatur," D P A , ed. Stammler, II, cols.
2555-2624 e s p . 2567-69:
"Haus-und Sippengebundene Literatur";
K. Bertau, Deutsche Literatur im europaischen Mittelalter
(2 v o l s . ; M u n i c h : C"! H"! Beck, 1972) , I, pp. 41-42^ 74-77,
231-34, 451-55.
1^-^P. E. Schramm, et a l . , Herr schaf tszeichen und
Staatssymbolik. Beitrage zu ihrer Geschichte vom dritten bis
zum sechzehnten Jahrhundert.
MGH Schriften, XIII; 1-3
(Stuttgart:
Hiersemann Verlag"]1954-1956).
See also:
T.
Schieffer, "Herrschaftszeichen und Staatssymbolik," Historisches Jahrbuch, LX]<VII (1958), 501-16; K. Jacob and H.
Hohenleutner, Quellenkunde der deutschen Geschichte im Mittel
alter (6th e d . ; Berlin: VfT. De Gruyter, 1959) , p"! 7TTj
J. M. Bak, "Medieval Sjanbolology of the State:
Percy E.
Schramm!s Contribution," Via to r: Medieval and Renaissance
Studies, IV (Berkeley:
University of California Press, T9‘7 3 ) ,
p p . 33-63.
This fertile research-area builds upon the older
fields of Germanic legal archeology and legal symbolism.
In
addition to J. Grimm's Deutsche Rechtsaltertumer, supra n. 27,
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subject was the role of the golden neck or collar-ring
(torques, monile) and the long-staff (baculus) in Germanic
religious and political tradition.

Hauck first presented the

archeological and iconographic evidence of the golden tores
in great detail from the Northern Bronze Age through the
Migration period.

In pre-Christian times, he observed,

these ornaments were used as votive offerings, rewards from
king to follower, and in judicial procedure.

On the whole,

the neck/collar ring was a distinctive emblem of gods and
ruling clans;

indeed, Germanic noble families generally mai n

tained this tradition long after their change of faith.

see:
Baron Claudius von Schwerin and K. von Amira, Rechtsarchaologie. Gegenstande. Fopien, und Symbole germanischen
Rechts (Berlin:
Ahnenerbe-Stiftung Verlag, 1943) and F.
Hermann, e d . , Handbuch der Symbolforschung (2 v o l s .; Leipzig:
K. W. Hiersemarm, 1941).
For valuable summaries, see:
B.
Rehfeldt, "Begriff und Wesen der Rechtssymbolik,11 Studium
Generale, VI (1953), 288-95; Bader, "Deutsche Recht," cols.
201^167
l ^ H a uc k, "Halsring und Ahnenstab als herrscherliche
Wiirdezeichen," in P. E. Schramm ed., Herrschaftszeichen, I,
pp. 150-70.
Migration period tores were closely associated
with the Aesir, e s p . Wodan and Thor; earlier they appear
linked to fertility deities (ibi d., pp. 163-69).
See further:
Gronbech, Culture of the Teutons, II, pp. 137-40; Miillenhoff,
Dt A l t . , i v 7 “pp. 279, 416-17,' 588-89; F. P. Magoun, "On the
Old Germanic Altar- or Oath-Ring (Stallahringr) ," Acta
Philologica Scandinavica, XX (1947j^ 277-93; Hilda Davidson,
Gods and Myths"! pp • 76-77, 116; i d e m ., Pagan Scandinavia
(New Y o r k : Praeger Publishers, 1967), pp. 60-61, 71Tj 5T-82;
P. V. Glob, The Bog People, trans. R. Bruce-Mitford (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1969), pp. 136, 159-66 passim; 0.
Klindt-Jensen, Denmark Before the Vikings (New York!
Praeger
Publishers, 1957), p. 76 and plates 37, 65—67; M. Todd,
The Barbarians: G o th s, Fran ks , and Vandals. Everyday Life
Series (London:
B . T. Batsford, 1972), pp. 94-95.
Of course the neck-ring was also prominent in Roman
and Celtic tradition:
E. Schuppe, "Torques," RE, e d s .
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Literary evidence from such authors as Tacitus,
Ammianus, Jordanes, Gregory of Tours, Bede, and Widukind
confirms the archeological record of the golden neck-ring as
insignia of Germanic deities, priests, and lords.

According

to Hauck, the tore played a role in royal inauguration
ceremony closely akin to that in holy grove, temple, and
assembly, v i z ., as a sacral cult-object which enabled king
and priest to intimately approach the Divine.

Indeed,

medieval insignia-investiture may thus be a later example of
an ancient Germanic practice.
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Similarly, Hauch contended

that the bearded human faces with tores found on certain
early Germanic long-staffs

(e.g., Sutton Hoo /Suffolk/;

Spholt, Vimose /Denmark/) and other royal grave-goods
probably represent the royal clan's divine ancestor, gen1I O

erally Wodan (Odin).

These early scepters,

like the

Pauly-Wissowa-Kroll, 2nd ser., VI; 2 cols. 1800-1805;
L'Orange, Cosmic Kingship in the Ancient W o r l d , pp. 90-105;
Brehier, Institutions, pp. 15-18; Ann Ross, The Pagan Celts.
Everyday Life Series (London:
B. T. BatsforcT^ 1970),
pp. 150, 182-83, 189-90.
H^Hauck,

"Hairing und Ahnenstab," pp. 170-92.

H ^ T h e Germanic long-staff apparently derived from
the spear, Wodan's special weapon.
It may have been among
the cult-objects in the ancient law-assembly (Thing) and had
an important legal role: W. Berges and A. Grauert, "Die
e i s e m e 'Standarte' und das steinerne 'Szepter' aus dem
Grabe ernes angelsachsischen Konigs bei Sutton Hoo," in
Schramm, e d . , Herrschaftszeichen, I, pp. 263-64; de Vries,
A G R , I, pp. 374-75; K. von Amira, Per Stab in der germanischen
Rechtssymbo1i k . Abh.d.Bay.Akad.d.Wissen., P h i l .-Hist.Klasse,
2 5 (Munich, 1^09); Schrdder-von Kiinssberg, Dt. Recht. ,
pp. 29-30; W. Holtzmann, Konig Heinrich I und seine heilige
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neck-rings, must thus be regarded as ancestral insignia of
a "religiously-based statehood" comparable,

for example,

to

the sacral high-seat pillars or ancestor-columns which Norse
chieftains so carefully transported in their land-taking
114
operations.
Hauck followed his insignia study with a penetrating
investigation of Germanic tribal and royal genealogies as
primary sources for pre-Christian cult practice and political

Lanze (Bonn:
Universitats Verlag, 1947).
There is also a
strong parallel tradition of staffs as insignia of seers and
prophetesses, esp. among the North Germans:
Berges and
Grauert, "Szepter," p. 266; Hilda Davidson, Gods and M y t h s ,
pp. 42, 118-20.
Gronbech plausibly inferred from saga
tradition that the staff had a role in Germanic sacrificial
rituals performed during seasonal festivals:
Culture of the
Teutons, II; 1, pp. 273-80.
H^Hauck, "Halsring and Ahnenstab," pp. 198-210.
Hauck has devoted several important studies to early Germanic
insignia and sacral iconography; see, e.g.:
"Heinrich III,
und der Ruodlieb," P B B , LXX (1948), 372-419; idem., "Herr-^
schaftszeichen eines Wodanistischen Konigtums," Jahrbuch fur
frankische Landesforschung, Vol. XIV:
Festgabe Ariton
Ernstberger (Kallmunz-Oberpfalz: M. Lassleben, 1954),
pp" 9-66; idem., "Germanische Bilddenkmaler des fruhen M i t 
telalter s ,rr~DV, XXXI (1957), 349-78; and now ide m ., "Bild
denkmaler:
Zur Religion,” R G A , ed. Hoops, II, 577-98.
See
also H au ck 1s studies on the Germanic gold bracteates (discpendants), their divine representations and cultic role:
e.g., Goldbrakteaten aus Sievern. Spatantike Amulett-Bilder
der 'Danica Saxonica' und die Sachsen-1Origo' bei Widukind
von Corvey (Munich: VT Fink, 1970)” For general discussions
of the bracteates, see:
de Vries, A G R , I, pp. 317-18;
Krause, R u ne n , pp. 74-76; Todd, Barbarians, pp. 162-64;
E. Bakka" 1'Methodological Problems in the Study of Gold
Brakteates," Norwegian Archaeological Review, I (1968),
5-35 esp. 31-JZk
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s t r u c t u r

e ,

T

h e

tribal genealogies, he argued, represent

pagan Germanic sacred history;

indeed, their cosmogonic

elements strongly indicate a function as cult-mythology,
that is, as sources of norms for cult practice which in turn
fostered tribal identity and cohesion.
genealogies
standards,

Moreover, such

(origines, primordia) also established cultural
e.g., costume and nomenclature of a tribe or

league united in c u l t . H ^

Hauck further observed that the

tribal origo's primal ancestor was often identical with the
royal clan's divine ancestor.

In accord with the cult-myth's

scenario, he contended, the early Germanic king assumed the
role of primus r e x , embodying the tribal ancestor,
periodic festivals.

in solemn

He therein underwent a "temporary

H^Hauck, "Lebensnormen und Kultmythen im germanischen
Stammes- und Herrschergenealogien," Saeculum, VI (1955) 186223.
See de Vries, A G R , I, p. 396 and Hofler, "Sakralcharakter," pp. 667-73; i d e m ., "Abstammungstraditionen," 19-24.
For previous research on the early Germanic genealogies, see:
Miillenhoff, Dt. A l t ., IV, Appendix I:
"Uber Tuisco und seine
Nachkommen," p p . 5T1-32; Grimm, TM, IV, pp. 1709-36; G.
Baesecke, "Uber germanisch-deutscKe Stammtafeln und Konigslisten," GRM, XXIV (1936), 175-230; idem., Vor- und Friihgeschichte des deutschen Schriffturns (2 v o l s . ; Halle:
M.
Niemayer, 1940-1953), I, pp. 3-7, 85-87, 148-50, 313-15;
Philippson, Die Genealogie der Gotter in germanischer Reli
gion, Mythologie und Theologie. Illinois Studies in Language
and Literature, Vol. HT, N o .3" (Urbina:
University of
Illinois Press, 1953), pp. 12-17.
1-^Hauck, "Lebensnormen und Kultmythen," 204-14-.
Schramm, "Zur Haar- und Barttracht als Kennzeichen im
germanischen Altertum und Mittelalter," in Schramm, ed.
Herrschaftszeichen, I, op. 118-27; F. R. Schroder, "Germanische Urmythen," ARW* XXXV (1938), 201-36; L. L. Hammerich,
"Horrenda Primordia,"' G R M , N. S., II (1951-1952), 228-33, and
Hofler, "Das Opfer im Semnonenhain und die Edda," in E d d a .
Skalden. Saga. Festschrift F. Genzmer, ed. H. Schneider
(Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1952), pp. 1-67.
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divinisation"^-^ and also performed certain cultic acts,
derived from the origo-model, designed to promote prosperity
and order, e.g., lustration and sacred marriage (hieros
gamos) .

Other royal rituals were popular acclamation,

raising,

the bestowal of sacral honor-titles, and masked

impersonation.^®

shield-

Aristocratic and royal families to a large

extent maintained these traditions as they preserved their
genealogies after the conversions.

l-^Hauck, "Lebensnormen und Kultmythen," 198, 206,
216-18.
Hauck adopted this terminology and concept from the
French religious historian Jean Gage:
"La theologie de la
victoire imperiale," Revue Historique, CLXXI (1933), 2.
See. also Hofler, "Sakralcharakter, pp. '698-99; K. Bosl,
"Staat, Gesellschaft, Wirtschaft im deutschen Mittelalter,"
in Handbuch d t . Geschichte, e d s . Gebhardt-Grundmann, I,
p p . 596-97.
^®Hauck, "Lebensnormen und Kultmythen," 197-202,
217-23 pas si m; Dick, Wachstumlichen H e i l , pp. 530-33.
An
cient Germanic praise-songs” tied to the genealogies and
creation-myths, were another major source of tribal unity:
Hauck, "Carmina Antiqua:
Abstammungsglaube und Stammesbewusstsein," Zeitschrift fur bayerische Landesgeschichte,
XXVIII (1964), 1-33; Baesecke, Fruhgeschichte, I , pp~ 365-67,
469; F. R. Schroder, "Eine indogermanische Liedform:
Das
Aufreihlied," G R M , N. S., IV (1954), 179-85; de Vries, A G R ,
I, pp. 439-42.
See further:
E. H.Kantorowicz, Laudes
Regiae:
A Study in Liturgical Acclamations and Mediaeval
Ruler Worship (Berkeley:
University of California Press7
1946) , esp. pp. 56-101 passim; de Vries, A G R , I, pp. 445-58;
A. Bach, Deutsche Namenkunde (2nd e d . , 5 v o l s .; Heidelberg:
C. Winter"^ 1952-1956) , T , pp. 189-230 passim; H. Beck, Das
Ebersignum im Germanischen: Ein Beitrag zur germanisehen
Tier-Symbolik! Quellen und Forschungen zur Sprache-und
Kulturgeschichte der germanischer Volker, N. S., Vol. 16
(Berlin: W. De Gruyter, 1965), pp. 70-79, 88-108 passim;
G. Muller, Studien zu den theriophoren Personennamen der
Germanen.
I'liederdeutsche Studien, T7 (Cologne: BohlauVerlag, 1970), pp. 212-23, 232-43.
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Finally,

in a fine summary article for the Eleventh

International Congress of Historical Sciences

(1960), Hauck

concisely reviewed and clarified his research position on
Germanic sacral kingship.

119

He emphasized,

for example,

that early Germanic socio-poliCical structure must best be
described as an aristocracy with monarchical apex; the royal
clan thus stood within not above the tribal order as the
noblest among noble families.

Nobles, kings, and priests,

representing the leading social stratum, were primary
tradition-bearers, and consequently had direction of
political and religious affairs.
Already in ancient times, contended Hauck, Germanic
gods and heroes were taken up into lordly pedigrees by a
genealogically oriented aristocratic theology.

Royal

genealogies indicate the duality of a Germanic king's
authority:

by divine descent kings stood above other men

but beneath the god's power.
clan's sacrality, moreover,

As fountainheads of the royal
the divine ancestors bestowed

their own particular attributes to their descendants.

In

this study, Hauck directly likened Germanic royal sacrality
to an "hereditary charisma" - fundamentally a divine gift not
acquired through magical acts.

Indeed, this charisma was

1-^Hauck, "Die geschichtliche Bedeutung der germanischen Auffassung von Konigtum und Adel," in XIe Congr&s
International des Sciences Historiques. Stockholm, 21-28
August 1960.
Rapports til: Moyen Age (Uppsala:
Almqvist &
Wiksell, 1960), pp. 96-120.
This is an essential starting
point for all current Germanic sacral kingship research.
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strengthened and revealed by the king's role in public cult,
e.g., sacrifice,

lot-drawing, and temporary divinization.

Its manifestations included both bounty and victory-bringing
qualities,

certain prescribed augural abilities, and exem

plary, fame-inspiring conduct.

In this way, royal sacrality

ultimately affected the destiny of the whole social or der . ^ 0
Hauck saw an essential continuity in the transition
from Germanic to Christian sacral kingship ideology,

though

he suggested the process was facilitated by previous Chris
tianization of Celtic and late classical concepts of lordly
"luck."

This ideological continuity, maintained by noble and

peasant strata alike, had been strengthened by the victory of
Christian theocratic kingship.

For in hallowing royal

authority, Christian consecration (like similar pagan Germanic
royal rites) greatly increased the early medieval king's
actual power.121
Through a selective textual analysis, Hauck then
showed how early Germanic royal sacrality had normally been
strengthened by public rituals of both a peaceful and martial
nature.^22

Indeed, he rightly stressed the point that both

Germanic and medieval Christian statehood were rooted in a
religiously conceived world-order.

Hauck observed in

120Ibid,, pp. 97-103.
121Ibid., pp. 106-108.
■I-22 Ibid. , pp. 108-15, citing Gothic, Burgundian, Old
Saxon, Frankish, and Scandinavian literary evidence.
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conclusion that Christianity intensified Germanic leadership
forms by offering new possibilities of religiously motivated
hegemonic politics as well as by opening up a stimulating
spiritual and intellectual world.^ 3

Hauck has convincingly

demonstrated the manner in which many neglected literary and
non-literary sources may be used for significant research in
the field of early Germanic religion and statecraft.

In the

process, he has properly drawn attention to the fundamental
interconnection of myth, religion, and politics among the
early Germans and to the dynamic role of Germanic kings in
cult and tribal integration.
In 1964, one of the most prominent scholars of Nordic
culture, Walter Baetke (1884-), injected a sharp cautionary
note into the growing historiography of early Germanic sacral
kingship.

His succinct study Yngvi und die Ynglinger:

quellenkritische Untersuchung uber das nordische

Eine

'Sakral-

konigtum1 quickly became a rallying point for "anti-sacralist"
10/
research.
Although Baetke's main concern, the religious
component of ancient Scandinavian kingship,

lies outside the

123ibid., p . 116.
Baetke, Yngvi und die Ynglinger:
Eine quellen
kritische Untersuchung uber das nordische
Sakralkonigtum,'
SB.d.sach.Akademie d.Wissenschaften; Phil.-Hist.Klasse, V'ol. 109,
no. 3 (Berlin:
Akademie Verlag, 1964).
See the following
important reviews:
E. 0. Turville-Petre, Journal of English
and Germanic Philology, LXV (1966), 352-551 L. M. Hollander,
Speculum, XLII (1967), 511-13; 0, Brandle, Zeitschrift fur
deutsche Philologie, LXXXVIII (1969), 96-99; also:
Oakley,
"Celestial'Hierarchies," 27 n. 89, 30; McTurk, "Sacral Kingship
in Ancient Scandinavia," pp. 146-52.

77
scope of the present investigation, his general comments on
Germanic sacral kingship have important methodological
implications.
Baetke in the first instance regarded the limited
authority of early Germanic kings as incompatible with any
sacral status.

Indeed, in his view this pre-Migration Germanic

kingship was essentially neither priestly nor charismatic
but political and legal in nature.

Only as managers of

general tribal affairs and cult-leaders did these kings have
any connection with the sacral sphere.^ 6

Baetke did not

deny the existence of popular beliefs in a king's "luck."
However, he contended that such ideas were not specifically
royal and, moreover, belonged to the quite distinct realm of
magic.

Sacral kingship properly speaking will be found only

^ ^Baetke isolated three main principles of m o d e m
(Nordic) sacral kingship research for discussion:
(1) royal
sacrality as direct divine powers and abilities; (2) royal
sacrality from cult-office; (3) belief in royal divine descent
(Yngvi, pp. 6-7).
He insisted that uncritical, bold assump
tions about Nordic sacral kingship resulted from the his
torically inconclusive nature of saga material and the
euhemeristic design of its authors (ibid., pp. 10-11, 96-103).
^-^Ibid. j pp. 7-11.
Baetke strongly criticized A. V.
Strom's advocacy of a Nordic sacral kingship by virtue of royal
sacrifice:
Strom, "King-God," pp. 708-11; for a Dumezilian
interpretation of Nordic sacrificial rites, see also idem.,
"Die Hauptriten des wikingerzeitlichen nordischen Opfers," in
Festschrift Walter Baetke, eds. K. Rudolph ej: al. (Weimar:
H"! BbhTaus , 1966) , p p . 3"30-42.
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"where Che king is in some way the object of cult, where one
offers him sacrifice or renders him other divine honors," as
exemplified by "primitive" royalty and ancient Near Eastern
divine kingship.^-27
Thus Baetke argued that sacrality flowed from the gods
to the folk via cult and was not a distinct royal possession.
Like the district priest and the local chieftain, kings were
mediators with the Divine and had responsibility for the maintenance of cultic affairs.

128

Futhermore, he emphasized that

the roots of medieval royal sacrality lay in the Eastern
Mediterranean and the Old Testament, not in pagan Germanic
religious ideology.

Indeed, Christian anointing and con

secration had created a new type of kingship which was far
elevated over the folk.

"Blood-right" as a basic principle

of royal succession did exist but was founded upon political
rather than religious factors.

•L^Baetke, Yngvi, pp. 37-39 noting also, "the fact
along that magical abilities are ascribed to a man does not
make him a sacral person.
Royal sacrality as expression or
emanation of a magical power (however one may conceive this)
cannot alone establish a sacral status of Nordic kings."
(p. 38).
And again:
"Sacral kingship, where we find it
. . . exists neither in mythical ideas (which of course could
be linked to it) nor in the belief in magical powers; rather,
it is by its nature a religious institution inserted into
the politico-legal order and is in most cases the very heart
of the State-cult." (p. 39).
I28Ibid., pp. 67-68.
•l^Ibid, t p p , 171-75:
"A new political existence
began for tfiis- people /The Christianized Germans7 with their
entry into the Romano-Christian world . . . /meaieval ~] bloodright indeed had a charismatic nature - not, however, as a
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Baetke concluded that advocates of Germanic sacral
kingship

("the sacralists") have fallen into .two basic

methodological errors.

Firstly, he noted the practice of

projecting into Germanic antiquity ideas drawn from modern
religious philosophy which were quite foreign to early Ger
manic thought. ^ 0

Equally hazardous has been the desire to

see an enduring impact of ancient Germanic beliefs and prac
tices upon medieval political institutions,
ship.

especially king

Nor can one hope to illuminate the medieval world of

ideas, as expressed in latin terminology, with the help of
1 O1
ancient Germanic concepts.

continuation or substitution of a pre-Christian blood-right,
but on the basis of an entirely new concept of kingship on
the part of the papal Church."
1 ^0

Ibid., pp. 176-77.
Baetke had especially harsh
objections against Hofler, as well as Beumann and H a u c k , for
espousing a "mysticised" meaning of Germanic religion:
"Ideas like Substance, Divinity, Transcendence were foreign
to the Germans; they did not even have a word for religion
. . . Indeed, sacrality had a tie to the socio-legal sphere
but contained no moral valuation and referred wholly to this
world." (ibid., pp. 177, 180 n.l).
For elaboration of this
view, see idem., "Germanische Religion," Religion in
Geschichte, ed. Galling, II, cols. 36-44.
1-^Baetke, Yngvi, pp. 177-81:
"Many of our modern
medievalists get themselves into a circulus vitiosus. They
interpret a Germanic royal sacrality (which they falsely
comprehend at that) right into medieval events and documents,
and then use these again to support that notion for ancient
times.
Led on by the idea of Germanic continuity, they m is
understand that the Middle Ages dwelled in an entirely dif
ferent intellectual world than the ancient Germans.
They
do not want to admit that this world drew its ideas and
values from Roman antiquity and Christianity." (p. 180).
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Baetke*s work has been soundly criticized by a diverse
spectrum of medievalists.

H. Wolfram, for example, has

rightly observed the contradictions resulting from Baetke*s
narrow definition of sacrality.

Thus, having seen no con

clusive evidence of Germanic king-worship, Baetke excluded
kings from the sacral sphere (understood as that which stands
in direct contact with cult) but then spoke of the king's
important cult-office,

tied to the sacral sphere.

In addi

tion, he either rapidly passed over or else ignored signifi
cant Continental Germanic literary evidence which attests a
corpus of beliefs in the special hereditary sacrality and
132
even divinisation of Germanic k i n g s .
The Leipzig religious historian was simply incorrect
when he stated that Germanic sacral kingship study in general
must begin with the later sagas since there is no signifi
cant evidence for any fundamental religious component in
pre-Migration royal authority.

His claim that early Germanic

kingship had a purely legal and political basis summarily
dismisses the work of modern constitutional and legal his
torians which has properly emphasized the religious

•^^Wolfram, "Methodische Fragen,", pp. 474 n. 6,478-79.
Wolfram has ably demonstrated the value of medieval latin
terminology as a source for Germanic religious ideology:
"Fortuna in mittelalterlichen Stammesgeschichten," Mitteilungen
des Instituts fur osterreichische Geschichtsforschung, LXXII
(1964), 1-33 esp. 3-9, 12-15, 1 8 f.. See also:
Beumann, "Die
Historiographie der Mittelalters als Quelle fur die Ideengeschichte des Konigtums," HZ, CLXXX (1955), 449-88 e s D . 472f.
Bosl, "Kontinuitat," pp. 102^"104 provides a concise summary.
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foundations of early Germanic leadership and state-formation.

133

The significant research by Schramm and Hauck on the religiopolitical symbols of early Germanic kings is also ignored.
Baetke's specific grounds for denying a Nordic sacral
kingship have been called into question as well.

E. 0. Turville-

Petre believed that he has drawn too sharp a distinction between
the religious status of ancient Scandinavian kings and that of
other chieftains, especially in view of the close connection
of political and religious authority in the North.

Moreover,

Baetke's general dismissal of saga evidence as learned euhemerism has doubtful validity. -^4

gV en if Nordic kingship was

not the object of cult and not considered descended from
divine ancestors, one of course must still admit a signifi
cant interrelationship between kingship and religious beliefs
135
and practices among the ancient and early medieval Scandinavians.

l-33such as H. Mitteis, Der Staat des hohen MittelaIters (8th ed, , Weimar:
H, Bohlaiis, 1968) , p p . 6-ST;
Schlesinger, "Herrschaft und Gefolgschaft" Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung; G. Tellenbach, Per Entstehung des
deutschen Reiches (Munich:
G. Callwey,_ 1940); H. ConradT
Deutsche Rechtsgeschichte (2nd e d . , 2 vols.; Karlsruhe:
C.
F"! Muller, 1962-1965) , Tol. I: Fruhzeit und Mittelalter,
1 pp. 15-18.
Nor do the "popular" limitations on the election
of early Germanic kings preclude their holding a sacral
status:
Oakley, "Celestial Hierarchies," 30; Hofler,
"Sakralcharakter," pp. C94-95.
134Turville-Petre, review of Baetke, Yngvi (supra n.
124), 353-54.
See also Ejerfeldt, "Germanische Kbnigtum,"
334-36.
^■^McTurk, "Sacral Kingship in Ancient Scandinavia,"
pp. 148-52.
Baetke's interpretation has not replaced that
of Schroder, Ingunar-Freyr, p. 29f.
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On the other hand, Baetke's work was a rather sobering counter
balance to some of the more extreme Germanic sacral kingship
studies.

Regrettably,

more distasteful,

it had a greater Tendenz

(and a much

combative style) than that of his opponents.

The decade following Baetke's work has seen an in
creasing trend toward more detailed studies of royal sacrality
among particular Germanic peoples.^ 6

jn this regard, special

attention must be directed to The Cult of Kingship in AngloSaxon England (1970) by the American medievalist W. A. Chaney
(1922-).

Chaney regarded kingship as a basic integrating

element of Anglo-Saxon society during both its pagan and Chris
tian periods.

Indeed, he contended that Anglo-Saxon kings

continued to fulfill the dynamic societal role of earlier
Germanic sacral kings.

Tied into both mythic and temporal

history by divine descent,
the gods and their people.

they were ideal mediators between
Thus in the transition to the new

religion, Anglo-Saxon kingship remained the focus of a cultcentered society.

Chaney supported his case for continuity

by an impressive synthesis of evidence from such diverse fields
as archeology,

law, comparative religion,

and iconography,

to name but a f e w . ^ ^

^-^Baetke's own narrow focus has likely prompted this
research direction.
A. Chaney, The Cult of Kingship in Anglo-Saxon
England:
The Transition from Paganism to Christianity
(Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1970).
See also
the following reviews:
R. Brentano, Speculum, XLVII (1972),
754-55; R. Drogereit, HZ, CCXVI (197377 1 3 4 ^ 6 ; B. Guenee,
Revue Historique, CCXLVTl (1972), 469-71, but cf. Roberta
Frank, Notes and Queries, CCXVI (1971), 265; F. Barlow,
Medium Aevum, XL (1971), 179-81.
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Chaney strongly emphasized the importance of divine
descent in Anglo-Saxon royal ideology.

For it was by virtue

of their "god-sprung" lineage that pagan Anglo-Saxon kings
mediated an hereditary sacrality to their tribe.

Ecclesi

astical support of royal legitimacy indicates the enduring
strength of these ideas, as do the additions to royal gene
alogies which cast Anglo-Saxon kings as descendants of bib
lical figures.

Chaney properly observed, however,

that the

primary Anglo-Saxon royal deity was Woden, and outlined the
widespread evidence for a Woden cult in England.^ 8

Simi

larly, he contended that the priestly role of Anglo-Saxon
rulers, derived from their mediatorship with divine forebears,
lived on in the Christian Anglo-Saxon king's role at seasonal
festivals,

the royal touch and other ascribed thaumaturgic

abilities,

the bestowal of sainthood upon kings, and the cor

relation of royal palace, pagan temple, and Christian Church.139
Furthermore, Chaney considered the bounty-bringing
attributes of Anglo-Saxon kings as striking parallels to the
sacral peace-kings of the North whose reigns promoted "peace
and plenty."

Hallowing of the royal burial mound, he suggested,

^^Chaney, Cult of Kingship, pp. 15-42.
See further:
E. A. Philippson, Germanisches Heidentum bei den Angelsachen.
Kolner Anglistische Arbeiten, V o l . T7 (ueipzig:
B .Tauchnitz,
1929),- pp. 156-61.
F. M. Stenton, "The Historical Bearing of
Place-Name Studies:
Anglo-Saxon Heathenism," Transactions of
the Royal Historical Society, Vol. XXIV (1941), p p . 1-24 rpt.
in Doris Stenton, e d . , Preparatory to Anglo-Saxon England
(Oxford:
Clarendon P ress, 1970), p p .281-97; J.
S .R y a n , "Othin
in England:
Evidence from the Poetry for a Cult
of Woden in
Anglo-Saxon England," Folklore, LXXXIV (1963), 460-80; B.
Branston, The Lost Gods of England (New York:
Oxford Univer
sity Press'! 1974), pp7 93-107?
■^■^Chaney, Cult of Kingship, pp. 54-85.

amounted to a Christianization of these beneficent royal
powe r s .

The Germanic king's victory-bringing attributes

were also manifested in the new religion by royal intercession
for divine aid in battle.

Indeed, Chaney claimed to have

identified evidence for Wodanistic king-slaying in AngloSaxon England akin to the more dramatic royal sacrifices of
the North.

Thus he could conclude:

The role of the sacrificial king of hea
thenism thus continued in Anglo-Saxon England.
Enmeshed in the .folk's expectation of fer
tility and plenty, peace, and victory in
battle, the monarch drew on ancient tradi
tions of the Germanic peace-king, royal
responsibility for the harvest, veneration
for the body and mound of the heil-bringing
king, sacrifice, ritual king-slaying,
sanctuary and asylum associated with his
sacral person, and divine intervention for
victory obtained by the ruler.f42
Chaney drew particular attention to the close associ
ation of Anglo-Saxon kings with certain animals, birds, and
symbolic insignia that, in turn, were prominent in cults of
Germanic deities.

Indeed, he contended than such objects

were visible signs of royal sacrality which, like divine
descent and popular beliefs in royal magic,

linked the king

with the Divine world even after the conversions.

Chaney

140Ibid., pp. 86-105; see also:
de Vries, AGR, I,
pp. 234-36,355-47, 394-96; Hilda Davidson, "The H i T T -of the
Dragon:
Anglo-Saxon Burial Mounds in Literature and Archaeol
ogy," Folklore, LXI (1950), 169-85.
■^^Chaney, Cult of Kingship, pp. 109-19.
Thus King
Penda's dismemberment of the Northumbrian Oswald (d. 642) may
be a Wodanistic rite (ib id ., pp. 116-19).
142Ibid., pp.

119-20.

^4^Ibid., pp. 121-55; idem., "Grendel and the Gifstol:
A Legal .View of Monsters," Proceedings of the M o d e m Language
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believed that the Anglo-Saxon king's prominence in tribal
conversion further attests that a cult of kingship had occupied
a central place in Anglo-Saxon society.

By virtue of their

sacral status, kings took the lead in bringing the folk to
Christianity.

Royal apostasy resulted not only in tribal

apostasy, but also loss of kingdom, just as it had in preChristian times.
Chaney concluded his study with a detailed examina
tion of the legal evidence for an Anglo-Saxon sacral kingship.1^5
He observed,

for example, that the word of the Anglo-Saxon

king unsupported by oath is incontrovertible in the d o om s,
and that plotting against the king's life carries the death
penalty.

Indeed, Chaney contended that the traditional

sacrificial-priestly role of Germanic sacral kingship was con
tinued in the provisions relating to the Christian AngloSaxon king's priestly authority.

Thus the physical area of

the king had a special protection in Anglo-Saxon law.

The

royal residence was an area of legal asylum, as the pagan
temple had been; he who fought in the king's presence was
subject to death.

Indeed,

the decrees prohibiting a homicide

from approaching the king have the ring of a royal tabu akin

Association, LXXVII,
the royaT throne.

(1962), 513-20, for the sacrality of

l^Cha ne y, Cult of Kingship, pp. 156-73, and see H.
Mayr-Harting, The Coming of Christianity to England (New York:
Schocken B o oks, 1972), p p . 63-68, 248-52.
^-^chaney, Cult of Kingship, pp. 174-220 pa ss im .
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perhaps to the banning of outlaws from the pagan holy
precinct,

The equation of royal and episcopal periods of

asylum (nine days) further strengthens Chaney's argument
that Anglo-Saxon asylum stemmed from sacral rather than
constitutional grounds .
According to Chaney,

the integration of Christianity

into Anglo-Saxon society left the king only his sacral
protector role, his sacrificial role having passed to the
episcopal hierarchy.

Christian consecration and anointing

created a new royal sacrality which,

in return for specific

rules of Church and folk protection, greatly increased the
king's authority.

Yet the ultimate relationship between

royal and episcopal authority as seen in the dooms was not
that of conflict but rather mutual support, very much, indeed,

Ibid., p p , 213-19; i d e m ., "Aethelberht's Code and
the King's Number," American Journal of Legal History, VI
(1962), 151-77; J. Imbert, '"L'Influence du Christianisme sur
la legislation des peuples Francs et Germains," in Settimane
del Centro Italiano di Studi sull'alto Medioevo, VoT! X I V :
La Conversione al Cristlanesimo nell'Europa deTl'alto
Medioevo (Spoleto, 1967) , p p . 380-82.
The strictly constitutional growth of the "King's Peace" and royal asylum is
outlined by Dorothy Whitelock, The Beginnings of English
Society (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, Ltd. , 1972)j pp.
50-52; for a valuable socio-legal approach see:
C. H. Riggs,
J r . , Criminal Asylum in Anglo-Saxon L a w . University of
Florida Monographs; Social Sciences, No. 18 (Gainesville:
University of Florida Press, 1963).
On the religious foundations of early Germanic capital
punishment, see, e.g.:
K. von Amira, Germanisches Re cht, ed.
K. A. Eckhardt (4th ed. , 2 vols.; Berlin"! W. De Gruyter,
1960-1967), II, pp. 137-38; Lily Weiser, "Zur Geschichte der
altgermanischen Todesstrafe und Friedlosigkeit," ARW, XXX
(1933), 209-27, and cf. F. Strom's cautious study:
On the
Sacral Origin of the Germanic Death Penalties, trans. D.
Burton (Lund: H"! Ohlsson, 1942) .
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in the tradition of sacral kingship's integrated political
and religious authority.
Chaney may be criticized for overemphasizing cor
respondence between Anglo-Saxon and much later Scandinavian
religious-historical evidence.

Also, his argument for con

tinuity in early Germanic and Anglo-Saxon beliefs and prac
tices uncritically dismisses the difficult matter of ex
tricating and interpreting what is "pagan" and "Germanic"
in medieval Christian literary texts.
however,

Still more serious,

is his confused and inadequate presentation of the

nature of early Germanic royal sacrality.

Terms such as

"mana," "charisma," and "luck" appear indiscriminately.

In

general, Chaney seems to regard the early Germanic king as a
semi-divine figure whose duty was to mediate tribal sacrality
with the gods by proper sacrifice:

"The early Germanic king

is, consequently, not a god and not all powerful, but he is
filled with a charismatic power on which his tribe depends
for its well-being.

Although he apparently accepted

Dumezil's theory of Germanic royal polarity
Vries' discussion), ^ 0

(but only via de

Chaney failed to consider Germanic

kingship in the context of Continental state-formation.

■^^Chaney, Cult of Kingship, pp. 221-35, 247-59.
Janet Nelson, "Kingship as Office,
pp. 51-57.
^®Chaney,

Cult of Kingship, pp.

l49Ibid., p. 15.
150Ibid., pp. 13-14, 34-35.

11-16.

Also,
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his treatment of sacral kingship in Anglo-Saxon law is
extremely speculative, primarily because these sources have
such a meager pre-Christian religious content.

Here as

throughout his work, Chaney has been perhaps overly swayed
by the spectre of Chadwick's sacrificial "peace-king."
The fact that most of Chaney's chapters have essen
tially appeared as separate periodical publications over the
previous decade no doubt accounts for this work's generally
uneven and repetitious presentation.

Its author clearly is

more adept at wide-ranging synthesis than detailed textual
analysis.

Yet Chaney's elaboration of the Anglo-Saxon k i n g 's

divine descent, and the integrating role of sacral kingship
in tribal life is particularly praiseworthy.

His chapter on

royal cult-objects, with special reference to Sutton Hoo, is
one of the very few studies available in English on this
important subject.

Chaney's suggestive work may admittedly

amount to an extreme statement, but he has done well to
redirect scholarly attention to the formative Germanic roots
of early medieval kingship.
A review of m o d e m sacral kingship research cannot
overlook the recent study Early Germanic Kingship in England
* and on the Continent (1971) by one of England's leading
medievalists, J. M. Wallace-Hadrill

(1916-)^^-

Although this

work was devoted to a broader theme, v i z ., the common

l^lj. m . Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship in
England and on the Continent. The Ford Lectures 1970 (Oxford:
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ideological features and practices of English and Continental
kingship in the early middle ages, its initial chapters have
particular bearing on the subject of Germanic sacral kingship.
Wallace-Hadrill immediately expressed his doubts concerning
the use of non-literary evidence for a history of early
Germanic kingship.

Rather, one must proceed from the more

secure record of later Roman historians.

In his opinion,

the

Germanic king of Tacitus' Germania emerges as a tribal leader
chosen primarily for his nobilitas; he plays a prominent role
at the Assembly but does not wield absolute authority.-^2
Indeed, by the first century AD, Germanic political organiza
tions had already been significantly influenced by Celtic and
Roman contacts, though not to the point of uniformity.
example,

For

the Germanic chieftains who led confederate wars

against Rome possessed that intensified, more permanent
authority which Roman writers understood as royal.

1ST

Clarendon Press, 1971); see the following reviews:
Hanna
Vollrath-Reichelt, HZ, CCXVI (1973), 400-403; G. Post,
American Journal of Legal History, XVI (1972), 283-88; J.-P.
G enet, Revue Historique, CCLI (1974), 464-67; B. Hill, Jr.,
American Historical Review, L X X V H (1974), 1060-61; W. Chaney,
Speculum^ E (1975), 163-67.
^--^Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 1-3.
He observes that Roman writers and their public were quite
aware, from their own historical experience, of the possible
religious component in kingship.
For more sceptical comments
on the archeological findings, see idem., "The Graves of Kings:
An Historical Note on Some Archaeological Evidence," Nuovi
Studi Medievali, 3rd ser., I (1960), 177-94.
153wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 4-7.
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Wallace-Hadrill stressed that even into the Migration Age,
kings, while apparently more numerous and more powerful, were
not universal among all Germanic people.
Wallace-Hadrill then directly examined early Germanic
sacral kingship in its socio-political context.

He contended

that the kings of those Germanic peoples who migrated south
into Europe and beyond,

like those of ancient Scandinavia,

were traditionally regarded as sacral, "by which we mean that
they were cult-kings, representing the moral lives and
domestic ideals of their people,

incapsulating good-luck."154

Yet in the course of migration, warfare, and settlement,

they

began to claim semi-divine rank, principally through divine
descent.

Wallace-Hadrill conceded that this North Germanic

kingship had frequently been associated with warband (comitatus)
leadership dedicated to Wodan.

However, he observed that the

mere presence of such Wodanistic rites and associations need
not necessarily indicate a martial, warband kingship.
just as Wodan was not exclusively a war-god,
never entirely separate from its tribe.

For

the warband was

Indeed, the sacrality

bestowed upon kings by Thing-election and shield-raising
further attests that a sacral king could remain fully inte
grated into the tribal structure:

"Gens and kin and warband

blend into one another to form a society.

1-^Ibid. , p . 8 .

Kings have to do
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with every part of it."^**

Thus, Wallace-Hadrill regarded

Germanic warband-leadership as only one function of a wider,
divinely protected tribal kingship which also (and more
normally) had to contend with the everyday, peaceful affairs
of peasant cultivators.
The religious elements of early Frankish and AngloSaxon kingship must also be seen in their respective societal
contexts.

The early Merovingian kings were powerful warband

and confederate leaders but did not wholly abandon traditions
of an older tribal kingship.

It would even appear that

Clovis, undeniably a mighty warrior-king, paid some heed to
his family’s divine genealogy and sacral background before
and after his conversion to Christianity.

Wallace-Hadrill

thus suggested that the foundations of Frankish rulership
rested securely upon ancient traditions of a bounty-bringing
tribal kingship.

The Frankish kings' union of successful

conquests and sacral traditions gained enduring popular sup
port for the

d y n a s t y .

156

Similarly, Wallace-Hadrill observed that even though
early Anglo-Saxon kings were predominately warband leaders
(duces in the Tacitean sense), some at least were older
tribal kings and others combined both rulership traditions.
Moreover, descent from pagan gods and semi-deities continued

^•^Ibid. , p. 15.
156Ibid., pp. 16-20.
But cf. also idem. , The LongIlaired Kingi (New York:
Barnes 6* Noble, Inc., 1962), p n . 14863, 231-48?

92
to matter even after Anglo-Saxon dynasties adopted
Christianity, for "Christian kings needed pagan ancestors of
heroic standing."^57

T h u s , on the eve of Augustine's mission

to King Aethelberht1s court (596 AD), pagan beliefs and
practices were widespread and intensely supported by the
Kentish people and its royal line.

Wallace-Hadrill attri

buted Aethelberht's conversion to the promises of battlevictory, personal good fortune, and dynastic stability which
the new religion offered.
Kentish king's decision,

Indeed, he pointed out that the
like many another early medieval

royal conversion, did not mean abandoning ancestral gods,
but merely adding another victory-bringing deity to the royal
pantheon.

Furthermore, Aethelberht's action may have been

prompted by military reversals and declining prestige,

cir

cumstances which often led to deposition according to Germanic
concepts of sacral kingship.
Wallace-Hadrill's study makes a number of valuable
points.

His discussion of the dual forms of leadership and

sacrality contained within early Germanic royal ideology is
particularly useful, not the least for reference to recent
German scholarship on this matter.

One would rather exnect

here a better appreciation of Dumezil's contribution.

1 S7

Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, p. 23.

158Ibid., pp. 27-32, 44-46.
^-^He briefly mentions, and dismisses, Dumdzil's work
as "still too conjectural." ibid., p. 23 n. 11.

93
Wallace-Hadrill admits he is more willing to accept a sacral
element in Germanic kingship than he previously has been,

1 fiO

but his exposition of the nature of this royal sacrality
remains fragmentary.

For example, he apparently draws a dis

tinction between the sacrality of ancient North Germanic
"cult-kings" and that of later, divinely descended Continen
tal reges.

His definition of a cult-king is unclear, but

would seem to be an ancient tribal ruler akin to the
Frazerian sacrificial king.

At the same time, however, he

frequently emphasizes the importance of divine descent to
ancient tribal sacral kingship.

Nonetheless, Wallace-Hadrill's

warnings against our forming too rigid and exclusive concep
tions of early Germanic political organization and its reli
gious component should be well taken.

Again, much more could

have been done with kingship terminology and non-literary
evidence, both of which are highly elucidative if admittedly
not fully conclusive sources.

It should finally be observed

that although in this work Wallace-Hadrill has given consid
erable weight to the pre-Christian religious elements of
Germanic kingship, Romano-Christian features still dominate
his overall vision of early medieval kingship.

•^^See, e.g., The Barbarian West, AD 400-1000 (2nd rev.
e d. , New York:
Harper & Row, 1962), p p . 70-71; idem7, LongHaired Kings, pp. 4, 154, 240, 246; idem., "Personal Qualities
of Kings,
33,
IGlWallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 8-9,
where it is briefly suggested that royal divine-descent claims
among the Germans owed something to Romano-Christian influence.
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Research into the religious complexion of early Ger
manic kingship thus emerged from a general anthropological
and mythological background.

Frazer's pioneering work laid

the foundation for a generation of more specialized sacral
kingship research.

Chadwick, for example, greatly clarified

the nature of early Anglo-Saxon and continental Germanic
kingship with his ethnographic and literary-historical study
of early English society.

The significant ritual pattern of

Indo-European royal inaugurations was disclosed by Hocart's
comparative research, while Bloch was able to tap the lower,
popular levels of European sacral kingship beliefs by
examining royal thaumaturgic rites.

A new stage in Germanic

sacral kingship research commenced, however, with Dumdzil's
challenging theory of Indo-European ideological and societal
tripartition.

His view of the inherent polarity in the

beliefs and practices of kingshio, as further refined by
Germanist supporters such as de Vries and Betz, has been a
particularly valuable research-model for the ideological
component of Germanic sacral kingship.

Hofler's research,

incorporating a wide range of mythological,

cultic, socio

logic, and popular evidence, made an equally significant
contribution to this ideological aspect of Germanic sacral
kingship research.
The progress of research over the past decade has in
some respects been disappointing.

A trend toward specialized

studies of royal sacrality among individual Germanic peoples,
as forecast by the monographs of Baetke and Chaney, has not
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continued.

This is unfortunate,

for there remains ample

grounds for research of sacral kingship among a number of
important early medieval peoples,
Lombards,

and Goths.

in particular, the Franks,

However, the religious dimension of

pagan Germanic kingship has received growing attention by
constitutional and legal historians as well as more sociologically oriented scholars.

162
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In general, recent Germanic sacral kingship study has
attempted to clarify conceptual difficulties raised by ini
tial research.

On the one hand, more direct attention has

been given to problems of sources and methodology.
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As a

result of this very necessary effort to attain a more secure
evidential footing, mythological and literary-historical

162For example:
Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung, pp. 68-70, 305-14; Conrad, D t . Recht., I, pp. T7-18;
Wolfram, "The Shaping of the Early Medieval Kingdom," Viator:
Medieval and Renaissance Studies, I (Berkeley:
University of
California Press, 19 70), pp l 1-T0; and Bosl, Die Gesellschaft
in der Geschichte des Mittelalters (Tubingen:
Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1966), p p . 29-31; idem., "Staat, Gesellschaft, Wirtschaft," p. 596; C. Friedrich, '‘Political Leadership and the
Problem of the Charistmatic Power," Journal of Politics, XXIII
(1961), 3-24 esp. 16-18; N. Wagner, "Dioskuren, Jungmannschaften, und Doppelkdnigtum," Zeitschrift fur deutsche
Philologie, LXXIX (I960), 1-17, 225-47; A. H. Price, ''Dif
ferentiated Germanic Social Structures," Viertel.jahrschrift
fur Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte, LV (1968), 433-48 esp.
438-40; Mensching, Soziologie der Religion (2nd e d . ; Bonn:
Rohrscheid, 1968) , pp” 60-71” El FT L o e b , "Die Institution
des sakralen Konigtum," Paideuma, X (1964), 102-114.
l^^Wolfram, "Methodische Fragen"; McTurk, "Sacral
Kingship in Ancient Scandinavia."
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interpretations have fallen into some disfavor.

Such a

reaction is not without justification and, indeed, reflects
an "historicist" trend in the larger research-field of early
Germanic religion.

1 fill

Yet a strictly historical approach is

not entirely sufficient in itself, since sacral kingship
represents a complex system of beliefs as well as a corpus
of documented ritual practices.

In this regard, Karl Hauck's

cult-historical studies are extremely valuable for having
demonstrated how Germanic royal rites and symbols were vital
expressions of sacral kingship ideology.

Future research

should certainly take non-literary sources into account as
valuable supportive evidence.

Substantial progress can be

achieved by a thorough examination of both the historical
evidence and the ideological or dogmatic content of Germanic
sacral kingship.

Such a religious-historical approach

provides the necessary balance for the study of this complex
subj e c t .

164Derol ez, Dieux des Germains; Buchholz,
tives ."

"Perspec

CHAPTER II:
GERMANIC KINGSHIP AND ITS RELIGIOUS BASES:
HISTORICAL EXPRESSIONS
In order to assess the nature of Germanic royal
sacrality, one must first consider the political configura
tion of early Germanic kingship .

What does the historical

evidence tell us about the position of kings within early
Germanic socio-political organization?

In what ways, mo re 

over, did early Germanic royal authority relate to the reli
gious

sphere,, and how did such connections affect the func

tion of kings and the processes of early Germanic statecraft?
It may be useful to consider these questions by examining
the historical evidence within the following chronological
sequence:

(1) the Late (Pre-Roman) Iron Age, c. 250-100 B C ;

(2) the Pre-Migration or Augustan Age
c. 50 BC-100 AD;

(3) the Migrations

(Early Principate),

(Volkerwanderung) ,

c. 200-500 AD; and (A) the early middle ages, c. 500-800 AD.
On the one hand, the presence of kingship among the Germanic
peoples is attested at a considerably earlier date that has
generally been recognized.

These early Germanic kings,

moreover, performed a wide variety of military, judicial, and
religious duties.

Indeed,

it becomes apparent that both the

functional roles of Germanic kings, and Germanic socio-political
structures themselves, were highly fluid and more comnlex
from the earliest times.
97
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The Late Iron Age (c. 250-100 BC)
An important early reference to Germanic kings
occurs in connection with the B as ta m a e ,
people.^

an East Germanic

In 182 BC, a band of Bastarnae composed of "noble

youths and some of royal birth" appeared before King Philip V
of Macedonia to support his struggle with Rome.

Four years

later, enticed both by Macedonian promises of new lands and
direct subsidies,

the gens Bastarnorum crossed the Danube in

a model large-scale East Germanic migration.

However, bitter

local resistance and severe storms impeded their march
through Thrace;

indeed, many warriors along with some

principes and nobiles were reportedly lost.
certain Clondicus

Nonetheless, a

(dux) successfully led a contingent of

Bastarnae as planned into Upper Moesia.^

1
Livy, Roman History, xxxix.35, xl.5, 57-58, xli.19,
xliv.26-27; ed. E. T. Sage.
The Loeb Classical Library (14
vo ls .; London:
Heinemann, 1960), X I- X I I . The Bastarnae
reached the Pontus from Pomerania c. 200 B C , and were later
divided into three sub-tribes from the Carpathians to the Black
Sea; they exhibited strong Sarmatian, Celtic, and Illyrian
cultural affinities.
For general accounts, see:
E. Schwarz,
Germanische Stammeskunde (Heidelberg:
C. Winter, 1956), pp.
47-53; Wenskus, "Bastarnen," RGA, ed. Hoops, II, 88-90; also:
G. Schiitte, Our Forefathers:
The Gothonic Nations, trans.
Jean Young (2 v o l s .; Cambridge: University FressY 1929-1933),
II, pp. 60-63; F. Owen, The Germanic People:
Their Origin,
Expansion,
and Culture (New York:
Bookman Associates, i960),
_
_ C7_
n

Livy, Rom. Hisit., xl.5:
"nobiles iuvenes et regii
quosdam generis . . ! "7 see Dahn, Konige, I, pp. 98-99, and
W. Schlesinger, "liber germanisches Heerkonigtum," in Das
Konigtum, ed. Maver, p. 112.
^Livy, Rom. H i s t ., xl.58.
According to the Macedonian
alliance, the B a s t a m a e were to destroy the Illyrian Dardani,
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This figure is a fine example of an early Germanic
warlord emerging from his tribe to head a specific military
campaign.

Furthermore,

Clondicus’ dealings with the new

Macedonian king, Perseus, would indicate sole command of at
least this particular enterprise.

On the other hand, there

are references in a variety of literary and epigraphic sources
to kings among the Bastarnae.^

In particular,

it is with the

Bastarnae that we first confront Germanic multiple kingship
(Vielkonigtum) .

This form of rulership, with its several

variations, e.g., district kingship
tum) , and dual kingship

(Gaukonigtum, Kleinkonig-

(Poppelkonigturn) , was actually far

more common in early Germanic institutional history that
unitary kingship, i.e., monarchy.-’

One must conclude that

the Bastarnae had both a royal clan (genus/stirps regia) and
numerous warlords

(duces, principes) from perhaps as early as

the second century BC.

Indeed, war leadershin was a primary

concern of all these chieftains, whether or not they already
were of royal lineage.

settle on their lands, and thus threaten Northern Italy
(ibid., xl.57).
A "Clondicus regulus" led a force of 20,000
unsuccessfully against the Romans in 168 BC, (ibid., xliv.26-27).
^"Basileus Deldon": Dio Cassius, Roman History, l i ,
quoted by Dahn, Konige, I, p. 99; "reges Bastarnorum : Corpus
inscriptionum latinarum (Berlin, 1863), XIV, 3608, quoted by
Schtitte, Forefathers" T l , p. 61.
^Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung, pp. 320-22;
H. Planitz, Deutsche Rechtsgescnichte, ed. K. A. Eckhardt (2nd
e d . ; Graz:
Bohlaus, 1961), pp. 48-49; Schlesinger, "Heerkbnigtum," pp. 112-13, 124-25; Mtlllenhoff, Dt. Alt., IV,
pp. 182-97.
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Multiple kingship is even more evident in the first
direct Germanic assault on Roman territory,
"Cimbrian Invasion"

(c. 115-101 BC).**

the so-called

Land acquisition

seems to have been the major goal of this massive raid, as
it had been with the Bastarnae.

However, whole-peoples

(gentes) were not involved in this invasion;

instead, large

splinter-groups from three distinct West Germanic tribes
(Cimbri, Teutones, Ambrones) as well as several Celtic
peoples

(Tigurini, Helvitii) had joined into a loosely knit

confederation.^

Moreover, each component Germanic group

Plutarch, M ar i u s , xi-xxvii, Vol. IX of Plutarch's
L ives, ed. B. Perrin"!
TKe Loeb Classical Library (11 vol . ;
London:
Heinemann, 1920).
C. Hayes, An Introduction to the
Sources Relating to the Germanic Invasions. Columbia Univer
sity Studies in History, Economics, and Public Law, Vol. XXXIII,
No. 3 (New York, 1909), pp. 19-29.
See also:
Strabo,
Geography, vii.1-3; ed. H. Jones.
The Loeb Classical Library
(8 vols.; London:
Heinemann, 1967), III; Florus, Roman History,
i.38; ed. E. Forster.
The Loeb Classical Library (London:
Heinemann, 1960), and Orosius, Historiarum libri septem, v.16
cols. 952-57; ed. S. Haverkamp, in Patrologiae cursus completus. Series latina, ed. J.-P. Migne (22l vols.; Paris:
Garnier, 1844-1880), XXXI for further significant detail.
On this great invasion in general:
Schwarz, Stammeskunde, pp. 54-63; E. Demougeot, La formation de l 1Europe et
les invasions barbares (Paris:
Aubier, 1969) , p p . 55-5'8'; G.
Mildenberger, Sozial-7~~und Kulturgeschichte der Germanen
(Stuttgart:Kohlhammer, 1972) , pp"! 105-107; Schutte, Fore
fathers , II, pp. 319-21; Owen, Germanic People, pp. 82-8T.
Such Germanic raids made real headway only when the Celtic La
Tfene civilization was on the wane in Central Europe:
L. Musset,
Les invasions:
les vagues germaniques (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1965) , pp"! 49-51.
^Mildenberger, Kulturgeschichte, p. 107:
"Only parts
of tribes evidently went along and bands from others attached
themselves to the itinerant sections.
Thus a large migrationgroup gradually was formed, consisting of splinters of various
tribes, in this case Germans and Celts." For a useful clas
sification of early Germanic migrations, see S. Gutenbrunner,
"Volkstumund Wanderung," in Germanische Altertumskunde, ed.
H. Schneider (2nd ed. ; Munich"!
C . H. Beck', 1951) , ppT 9-11.
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apparently had numerous kings and chieftains in its ranks.
For example, at the battle of Aquae Sextae (102 B C ) , King
Teutobad was taken prisoner along with two other kings of
the Teutones.
(101 B C ) :

The Cimbri lost four kings at Vercellae

Boirix and Lugius were slain, Claodicus and

Caesorix captured.^
It is difficult to determine qualitative differences
in these Cimbrian leaders'

authority which, indeed, would

seem to be suggested by terminological distinctions
reguli, duces) .

(r e g es ,

King Boirix, however, has the stature of an

overall commander:

he personally negotiated with the Roman

general Marius and held the most prominent position in battle.
q

Moreover, Boirix is specifically said to have a retinue.
One might speculate that the most outstanding and accomplished
among many such independent tribal leaders was chosen for
unitary command before a major battle.

In any event, this

martial kingship, rooted in retinue command and involving a
Germanic confederation, will be encountered with growing

^Florus, Rom. H i s t ., i.38; Plutarch, M ar i u s , xxxiv.
Orosius, however, calls Teutobad d u x , and refers also to
Cimbrian reguli (H i s t ., cols. 954, 956).
For able discussions
of all these leaders, see Dahn, Konige, I, pp. 99-101 and
Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," p. 112.
^Plutarch, Ma r iu s, xxv:
"And now Boirix the king of
the Cimbri, with a small retinue, rode up towards the camp and
challenged Marius to set a day and a place and come out and
fight for the ownership of the country"; Florus, Rom. H i s t .,
i.38:
"King Boirix fell fighting energetically in the forefront of the battle, and not without having inflicted vengeance
on his foes." Note that while still in Gaul, Boirix is called
rex and is prominent enough to execute a captured Roman legate:
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regularity amidst the turbulence of East and West Germanic
migration.
There is admittedly little direct evidence of any
religious dimension or functions attributed to Germanic kings
in this early period.

However, a number of significant

religious rites were associated with the Cimbrian invasion.
In the first instance,

Strabo reported that Cimbrian campaigns

customarily included a number of prestigious tribal priest
esses.

Indeed, he vividly described these imposing white-

robed figures elaborately sacrificing war-prisoners and
uttering battle-prophecy from the swirling gore.l^

Ceremo

nial cult objects, no doubt carried from the tribe's North
Sea homeland, are also much in evidence among the Cimbri,
The priestesses in Strabo's account, for example, used a
massive sacrificial cauldron to catch their victims' blood;
the Cimbri of Jutland later presented a similar sacred vessel
to the emperor Octavian in confirmation of a peace accord
(5 A D ) . H

Again, after the Cimbri had defeated a Roman

Livy, Rom. Hist. Sumrn., lxvii; Dahn, Konige, I, p. 100 n. 6.
Early Germanic dual combat (Zweikampf) has been attributed
a religious significance:
de Vries, A G R , I, pp. 429-31, II,
pp. 13-14; H. Kuhn, "Kriegswesen und Seefart," in G e r . A l t .,
ed. Schneider, p. 108; see further:
Conrad, D t . R e c ht ., T,
p D . 26, 147-48; von Amira-Eckhardt, Ger. RechtTj II, pp. 153,
172-174.
l^Strabo, G e o g . , vii.2.3.
Ibid.
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garrison and forced a passage over the Alps

(101 B C ) , they

pardoned their Roman prisoners by having them take oath upon
a bronze bull-statue.^
The presence of priestesses and bull worship points
to chthonic, fertility beliefs and practices among the
Cimbri.

Indeed, until the Migration Age, priestesses, god

desses, fertility cults, and cult-leagues were very prominent
among the Germans.13

On the other hand, there is evidence

of a very different form of sacrality involved in the Cimbrian
invasion.

Orosius r e l a t e s ^ that after the battle of Arausio

in southern Gaul (105 B C ) , the Cimbri and Teutones,

"in

12piutarch, Marius, xxiii.
These elaborate rites, a
class of religious specialists, and bull-worship must put one
in mind of the ritual scenes on the (Cimbrian?) Gundestrup
cauldron, and may represent Celtic influences.
See:
Schiitte,
Forefathers, I, p. 320; Klindt-Jensen, Denmark before tne
Vikings, pp. 91-93; but cf. de Vries, A G R , I , p p . 368-69, who
casts doubts on Plutarch's report.
-*-^de Vries, A G R , I, pp. 483-86, II, pp. 163-208 pas si m;
Schwarz, Stammeskunde, pp. 37-40; Hauck, "Carmina Antiqua,
8-23; E. Polomd, nLa religion germanique primitive, reflet d'une
structure sociale," Le Flambeau, XXXVII (1954), 437-63 esp. 450f.;
Derolez, Religion des Germains, op. 112-13; F. Genzmer, "Staat
und Gesellschaft in vor- und fruhgeschichtlicher Zeit," in
Ger. A l t ., ed. Schneider, pp. 137-41; Philippson, Genealogie
der Gotter, pp. 6-19; Chadwick, Origin, pp. 306-23; R. Briffault, Th"e Mothers (3 vols. ; New York:
The Macmillan Co. ,
1927), I, pp. 414-17, II, 541-43, III, 64-68.
There are good
accounts of these early Germanic priestesses in Grimm, TM, I,
pp. 94-98 and de Vries, A G R , I, pp. 404-406.
For the archeo
logical background, see:
Mildenberger, Kulturgeschichte, pp.
91-97; R. Hachmann, The Germanic Peoples, trans. J. Hogarth.
Archaeologia Mundi (Geneva:
Nagel Publishers, 1971), pp. 81-107;
G. Kossack, "The Germans," in The Roman Empire and Its Neigh
bors , ed. F. Millar (New York:
Delacorte Press, 1967), pp7
307-17; Owen, Germanic Peonies, pp. 186-99.
^Orosius,

H i s t ., v.16, col. 953.
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accordance with a strange and unusual oath," destroyed all
their rich war prizes and hung their Roman prisoners.

In

fact, this incident is quite familiar within the context of
early Germanic religious tradition.

Before a major battle,

the Germans often dedicated their opposing army to the gods
and then carried out mass prisoner-sacrifice.^

Moreover,

such battle dedications and subsequent ritual hangings were
very distinctive features of Wodan (Odin)-worship.

There

is, indeed, further evidence of Wodanistic rites among the
Cimbri.

For example,

incidents of both male and female self-

sacrifice are reported, and votive inscriptions to a M e r curius Cimbrianus have even been f o u n d . T h u s

it would

appear that a single migrating Germanic group could exhibit
not only a variety of leaders, but also religious rites
springing from several distinct sacral spheres.

^ E . Mogk, "Die Menschenopfer der Germanen," A b h .d .
konig.sach.Ges.d.Wiss.; P h i l .-Hist.K 1 ., 27 (Berlin,
1909),
601-43; Grimm, RM, 17 pp. 44-46; de Vries, A G R , I, pp. 40814; Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, pp. 252-55; H. Beck,
"Germanische Menschenopfer in der literarischen Uberlieferung,"
in Vorgeschichtliche Heiligtumer und Opferplatze in Mittelund Nordeuropa~j ecT IT Jankuhn, Abh.d.Ak.d. Wiss . ; P h i l .-Hist.
K l ., 3rd ser., 74 (Gottingen, 1970), pp. 240-58; D. Ward,
"The Threefold Death:
An Indo-European Trifunctional Sac
rifice?" in Myth and L a w , ed. Puhvel, pp. 123-42.
■*-^de Vries, A G R , II, pp. 28-29, 49-50.
In Germanic
tradition, Wodan pierced himself with a spear and hung on the
World Tree for nine days and nights:
ibid., I, pp. 499-502;
Betz, "Alt. Rel.," cols. 1574-75; Turville-Petre, Myth and
Religion, pp. 42-50, 70-74.
^Orosius, H i s t ., v.16, cols. 955-56; Corp.Insc.Lat.,
XIII, 6604, 6605, cited by de Vries, A G R , II, p p . 29-30;
Betz, "Alt. Rel,” col. 1570.
In the interpretatio romana,
Mercury is generally Wodan:
de Vries, A G R , It, p. Y T .

The Pre-Migration Age (c. 50 BC-100 AD)
However,

the first detailed accounts of Germanic

socio-political organization appear only during the later
Roman Principate and the Augustan Age.

It may be observed

that this heightened historiographic interest in the Germans
significantly coincides with Roman military and political
expansion into continental Europe.

Our principal sources for

this pre-Migration period are Caesar and Tacitus.

Each author

discusses early Germanic political authority from two perspec
tives:

first, through a general descriptive account of Ger

manic socio-political structure, and secondly, by specific
examples of the careers of outstanding Germanic kings.

Thus

it is possible to consider both the constitutional position
of early Germanic kings and the actual process of kingdomfounding among the Germanic peoples.
The circumstances of Julius Caesar's encounter with
-[ G

the Germans are well known from his work De Bello Gallico. °
As proconsul for the province of Transalpine Gaul, he had
responded to a request

for

Roman military aid from an allied

Gallic tribe under attack by Germanic war-bands.

After some

initial delay, Caesar defeated these formidable opponents

l ^ C a e s a r ,
The Gallic W a r , i.34-54, iv.1-20, vi.1-10,
29-44; ed. H. Edwards. The Loeb Classical Library (London:
Heinemann, 1966).
For narratives of these events, see:
T.
Mommsen, The History of R o m e , rev. trans. W. Dickson (5 vols.;
New York:
Charles Scribner^s Sons, 1895), V, pp. 33-74 passim
F. K o e p p , Die Romer in Deutschland. Monographien zur Weltgeschichte7 XXlI (Leipzig: Velhagen & Klasing, 1905), pp. 7-9
T. Holmes, The Roman Republic and the Founder of the Empire
(3 v o l s . ; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1923), II, pp. 28-52,
88-93, 136-39.

and drove them back across the Rhine (58 B C ) .

Indeed, this

success directly paved the way for the conquest of Independent
Gaul (Gallia comata).

Two years later, Caesar returned to

Gaul to check further trans-Rhenane Germanic incursions

(55-

54 B C ) , and in Che following year he again bridged the Rhine
to punish the Germanic allies of Ambiorix's Gallic revolt.
At first sight, then, it would appear that Caesar was
in a position to give particularly valuable testimony about
the Germans.

There are a number of difficulties, however.

For example, Caesar’s knowledge of Germanic affairs was for
the most part derived from Gallic informants who might not be
expected to provide an accurate accounting of their enemies.
It should also be noted that even those Germans whom Caesar
did personally confront were in a state of migration and
warfare.

Indeed, Caesar's references to the Germans are on

the whole only incidental and rather vague.

One must bear in

mind that he was composing not an historical or ethnographic
treatise but in essence a military report meant to be read
in Rome and further his own political fortunes.

19

Nonetheless,

For discussions of these problems, see:
Mommsen,
History of R o m e , V, pp. 499-500; Miillenhoff, D t . A l t ., IV,
pp. 29-34; Ha yes, Sources, pp. 30-35; E. Norden, Die germanische Urgeschichte in Tacitus 'Germania' (3rd e d . ;
Leipzig: BT G. Teubner, 1923), p p . 84-102; N. DeWitt, "The
Non-Political Mature of Caesar's Commentaries," American
Philological Association. Transactions and Proceedings,~Vol.
73 (1942), p p . 341-52; G. Walser, Caesar und die Germanen:
Studien zur politischen Tendenz romischer Feldzugsberichte
(Wiesbaden:
F~. Steiner , 1956) , esp . p . 3 6 f . ; D . Timpe ,
"Caesars gallischer Krieg und das Problem des rbmischen
Imperialismus," Historia, XIV (1965), 189-214 esp. 2Q3f.;
M, Gelzer, Caesar:
Politician and Statesman, trans. P.
Needham (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1968), pp.
104-112, 128-30, 143-45; Todd, Barbarians, pp. 4-5.
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it is unlikely that Caesar completely fabricated his evidence,
and what he does say merits attention as the first significant
description of Germanic socio-political organization.
Caesar's general account of early Germanic instituna
tions may be briefly set forth.
He reported that each
Germanic people or "state"
various tribes
peacetime,

(civitas) was comprised of

(p a g i , gentes) and clans

(cognationes) .

In

a people managed its affairs on a local level;

there was no common official for the civitas as a whole.
Rather, prestigious "leading men"

(magistratus, principes)

of each component tribe met annually in local councils to
allocate arable land to the clans, settle disputes, and
generally "do justice" in their own districts.
however,

In wartime,

the civitas normally chose a number of leading men

for military command.21

Also, a princeps had the right to

20Caesar, Gallic W a r , vi.22-23.
See also:
E. A.
Thompson, The Early Germans (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1965),
pp. 10-17 passim but cf. Walser, Caesar und die Germanen,
pp. 72-75.
21when a civitas was faced with sudden invasion, a
council of all leading men might be convened and take military
decisions:
Caesar, Gallic W a r , iv.19; this body could even
accompany the chosen war-leaders in negotiations:
ibid.,
1.43, iv.ll, 13.
Latin institutional terminology and its application
to the early Germans is a significant problem.
One should
recall Cicero's influential definition:
"When the supreme
authority is in the hands of one man, we call him a king, and
the form of this State a kingship." The Republic, i.26, ed.
C. Keyes.
The Loeb Classical Library (London: Heinemann,
1966).
Roman political thought in the time of Caesar and
Tacitus was strongly anti-royal.
See:
A. Rosenberg, "Rex:
Die antike Traditionen," RE, eds. Pauly-Wissowa-Kroll, 2nd
ser., I ;1, cols. 711-16; Dvornik, Political Philosophy, II,
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conduct individual plunder-raids into neighboring territory
by announcing his enterprise at the Assembly of warriors and
there gathering a

r e t i n u e . 22

It will have been noticed that kings are singularly
absent from this account.

Indeed, with but one exception

which shall shortly be discussed,
kings among the Germans.
(principes)?

Who,

Caesar does not speak of

then, were these leading men

As has been pointed out, a princeps enjoyed

rather extensive civil and military functions.

In peacetime

he might expect to become a judge in his district or a
retinue leader abroad, and in war a military commander for the
civitas.

However,

authority,

the princeps did not wield coercive

except perhaps as chosen war-leader, when he did

have the power of life and death over his men.23
this role was most likely temporary and, again,
multiple

leadership

.2^

gu p even
involved

Furthermore, Caesar explicitly states

pp. 453-557 passim; Mullenhoff, D t . A l t ., IV, pp. 186-87;
Wolfram, "Early Medieval Kingdom," pp. 9-10.
I do not regard
the interpretatio romana as an insurmountable barrier to early
Germanic institutional history.
Caesar and Tacitus naturally
employed terms familiar to themselves and their audiences,
yet this need not imply a distortion of Germanic socio
political realities.
77

^ S e e further on these early Germanic retinue campaigns
and leaders:
Kuhn, "Kriegswesen und Seefart," pp. 99, 101;
Schlesinger, "Herrschaft und Gefolgschaft," pp. 153-54; Conrad,
D t . R e c h t ., I, pp. 22-24; Thompson, Early Germans, pp. 48-50;
Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 4-5.
2^Caesar, Gallic W a r , vi,23.
2^Ibid. A dual command, however, may have been
becoming more prevalent (ibid., i.37).
Thompson, Early Ger
mans , pp. 13-14.

i
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that these leading men did not possess outstanding personal
wealth.

25

Qne

is therefore faced with the conclusion that

the principes1 influential social position was essentially a
matter of prestige based on noble birth.

It is likely that

every Germanic tribe had such an ancient nobility of birth
from whose ranks war-leaders and judges were

c h o s e n .

26

The next major study now extant of Germanic socio
political structures appeared in Tacitus' Germania (98 A D ) .27
There has been much debate on the composition, purpose, and

25caesar, Gallic W a r , vi.22.
Yet economic historians
have shown that there were slight differences in land and
cattle holding:
Dopsch, Social Foundations, pp. 42-43; F.
Liitge, Deutsche Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte (3rd ed. ;
Berlin:
Springer Verlag, 1966), p p . 20^ 25-26; K. Latouche,
The Birth of Western Economy, trans. E. M. Wilkinson (London:
Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1961), p p . 37-38; also:
Thompson, Early
Germans, pp. 8-10; Todd, Barbarians, pp. 36-37.
Archeologists
occasionally think they can discern distinctive graves of
Germanic retinue-leaders from this early period (Hachmann,
Germanic Peoples, p. 84), but the evidence is inconclusive:
IT Jankuhn, Siedlung, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaftsordnung der
germanischen Stamme in der Zeit der romischen Angriffskriege,"
in Jankuhn, Archaologie und Geschichte:
Vortrage und Aufsatze,
I (Berlin: W. De Gruyter, 1976), pp. 310-20; Todd, Barbarians,
pp. 146-49; also Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung,
pp. 308-11.
26 h , Dannenbauer, "Adel, Burg, und Herrschaft bei den
Germanen," Historische Jahrbuch, LXI (1941), 8-10, rpt. and
rev. in Herrschaft und Staat im Mittelalter, ed. Kampf, pp.
76-79; Mitteis, Per Staat, p p . 9-T2"; Schlesinger, "Herrschaft
und Gefolgschaft," pp! 17^9-50; P. Immink, At the Roots of
Medieval Society, I: The Western Empire (Oslo: H. Aschehoug,
1958), p p . 18-20; Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung, pp.
317, 319; idem. , "Adel," RGA^ ecT H oops, I , 60—61; L"! Gdnicot,
"La noblesse au Moyen Age dans l'ancienne 'Francie'," Annales.
ESC., XVII (1962), 2-4; 0. de Battaglia, "The Nobility 'in the
European Middle Ages," Comparative Studies in Society and
History, V (1962-1963), 69-70.
2?Tacitus, Germania, vii,x-xv;: ed., M. Hutton.
Loeb Classical Library (London:
Heinemann, 1963).

The
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historical accuracy of this work.

It will suffice here to

merely observe that the Germania stands in the tradition of
Greco-Roman ethnography which includes such authors as
Herodotus, Poseidonius, Strabo, and the Elder P li ny . ^

While

earlier scholarship tended to question Tacitus' objectivity,
recent research has more justifiably upheld the work's
historical r e l i a bi li ty .^

However, one must approach

^^Norden, Urgeschichte, pp. 59-84, 142-70, 207-18;
R. Syme, Tacitus (2 v o l s .; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1958),
I, pp. 127, 129 n.2.
29xhus Miillenhoff had argued for Tacitus 1 veiled
political intent (D t . A l t ., IV, pp. 13-17), and others pointed
to an ethical motive, an idealization of lost Roman virtues
projected upon the Germans (E. Wolff, "Die geschichtliche
Verstehen in Tacitus Germania," Hermes, LXIX (1934), 121-66
esp. 136f.)
Both views were adequately refuted by Anderson
in his Germania edition (Cornelii Taciti de origine et
moribus Germanorum, ed. J . G. C. Anderson (Oxford:
CTarendon
Press, 1938) , pp". ix-xxxvii) . See further:
D. Dudley, The
World of Tacitus (Boston:
Little, Brown, and Co., 1968),
pp"! 219-24; T. Dorey, "Agricola and Germania," in Tacitus, e d .
Dorey (London:
Routledge & Kegan P a u l , 1969), p p . 12-177 S.
Borzsak, "P. Cornelius Tacitus," RE, e d s . Pauly-Wissowa-Kroll,
Supplement XI (1968), cols. 416-237" H. Benario, An Introduc
tion to Tacitus (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press”,
1975), p p . 30-T8 .
For the currently high historical opinion of the
Germania, see:
Thompson, Early Germans, pp. vi -v i i ; J. Haller
and H. Pannenbauer, Per Eintritt der Germanen in die Geschichte
(4th ed, ; Berlin:
W~ De Gruyter, 1970) , pp". 20-21; FT R i c he ,
Les invasions barbares (4th ed.; Paris:
Presses Universitaires
de France, 1968), pp. 7-12; D. Queller, "Political Institu
tions," in One Thousand Y e ar s , ed. R. DeMolen (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1974), p . 110.
However, many of the old
doubts still remain:
Syme, Tacitus, I, pp. 46-48, 125-29;
Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, p. 2; N. Cantor,
The Meaning of the Middle Ages:
A Sociological and Cultural
History (Boston": Allyn and Bacon, 19 73) , p. 118.

Ill
Tacitus'

institutional comments with some care, as many

unfortunate excesses have resulted from an uncritical accep
tance of his every remark.^0
Tacitus describes three main organs of government
among the Germans.

In the first instance, a council of

leading men (principes) from the tribes

(pagi) met in peace

time to settle minor judicial matters of the whole civitas.
A princeps, according to Tacitus, was a free warrior who could
claim either noble birth or outstanding services rendered by
his forebears.

Before taking his place on the noble council,

however, a young princeps had to serve a military apprentice
ship in the retinue of an established leader.

More im

portant issues, such as decisions of war and peace, election
of judges for the p a g i , and punishment of communal offenses,
were first considered by the leading men and then brought
before another deliberative body, a General Assembly of free
warriors.

The Assembly convened at fixed times and generally

■^One can mention, among others, the theories of
"primitive democracy," "Mark-association," and "folk-peace,"
so dear to nineteenth-century legal historians.
For sound
criticisms, see:
Hayes,Sources, pp. 51-52; Dopsch, Social
Foundations, pp. 5-12, 30-47 passim; J. Goebel, Jr., Felony
and Misdemeanor (New York:
Columbia University Press" 1937),
pp". 7-25; Stephenson, "The Common Man in Early Medieval Europe,"
419-38; Latouche, Birth of Western Economy, pp. 29-38.
-'■‘•Tacitus, Germania, x i , xiii-xiv.
A princeps r e 
ceived rich gifts from outside communities and leaders (ibid.,
x v ) . Between the time of Caesar and Tacitus, Germanic retinue
leaders, i.e., principes, had emerged as an independent and
"international" class through the acquisition of personal
wealth and subsequent prestige:
Thompson, Early Germans,
pp. 50-60.
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in a sacred

precinct of the civitas, which thereby imparted

a religious sanction to its proceedings.32
Several kinds of Germanic chieftainship are mentioned
by Tacitus.

On the one hand, he refers to the warlord (dux),

chosen for martial prowess.

Any distinguished free warrior

could become such a leader, but his command likely encom
passed only a specific campaign and did not convey coercive
authority.33

Secondly, Tacitus speaks of the Germanic king

(rex) , chosen on the basis of noble birth.

In some respects,

he appears but little removed from a princeps or a d u x .
example,

For

in peacetime, a king could bring proposals before

the Assembly, yet their approval depended more on his per
suasive ability than any invested coercive power.

Similarly,

a king commanding in the field could not summarily impose his
^/
will on his men nor inflict punishment.
Yet the Tacitean
rex has several distinct privileges.

Thus, part of the com

pensation in private cases before the Assembly accrued di
rectly to the king, who seems also to have exercised a
personal right of protection over freedmen.35

Moreover,

the

32Tac itus, Germania, xi-xii.
De Vries, A G R , I, pp.
261, 414; Schroder-von Kiinssberg, D t . Recht., pp"! ?6-29; von
Amira-Eckhardt, G e r . R e c ht . , II, pp"! 148-54.
^^Tacitus, Germania, vii.
Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum"
p. 110.
But this temporary war leadership was now apparently
concentrated in the hands of one or perhaps two duces.
Thompson, Early Germans, pp. 32-33, 39.
^^Tacitus, Germania, vii, xi.
35ibid., xii, xxv.
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king participates in a notable religious rite, viz., the
interpreting of a people's most sacred auspices, the neighing
of the white h o r s e s . ^

The Germanic king in Tacitus' account

thus holds an essentially moral and honorific constitutional
position; he possesses significant judicial and religious
authority (auctoritas) but very little actual cower (potestas) .
Several points need further clarification, however.
Tacitus indicated that kingship,

though a definite part of

early Germanic political life, was not universal.

Whereas

kingship is said to be especially vigorous among Scandinavian
and East Germanic groups, some peoples were apparently ruled
by local oligarchies of leading men (principes) , much as
Caesar had described one hundred and fifty years earlier.
But one must not hastily conclude that all Germanic tribes
were statically arranged into "non-royal" and "royal"
groupings,
archies."^®

or (worse still) into "republics" versus "mon
For some so-called monarchical peoples of this

Iki® 1 * x - These animals were kept at public expense
in holy groves; for the auspices, they were yoked to a sacred
chariot and then led about by a priest with king or leading
princeDS attending.
See further:
de Vries, AGR, I, pp. 393,

tW.

®^Tacitus, Germania, xliii-xliv.
The presence of
these non-royal principates may be surmised from juxtaposi
tions such as "rex vel princeps," "rex vel princeps civitatis,"
"regi vel civitati" (ibid. , .x, xi, x i i ) . Like the r e x , the
princeps civitatis had prescribed religious function; see
Thompson, Early Germans, pp. 32, 44.
®®Dahn, Konige, I, pp. 31-36; Stubbs, Constitutional
History, I, pp. 28-30; Schroder-von Kunssberg, Dt. Re cht., p.
2 6 ; M. Lintzel, "Germanische Monarchien und Republiken in
der Germania des Tacitus," Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung
fur Rechtsgeschichte, Ger. A b t ., LIV (1934), 227-37.
£
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time are known to have returned to rulership by their leading
men, while tribes that had lived for many years without kings
OQ

could suddenly choose a royal leader.

Nor is it fully w a r 

ranted to maintain that a people among whom kingship is
attested could not at the same time elect a temporary warlord
(dux) ;40 for as we shall see, pre-Migration kings could cer
tainly be military commanders.
Moreover,

it is likely that Tacitus' general descrip

tion of Germanic socio-political structure refers primarily
to the West Germanic peoples and was founded upon reports of
Roman soldiers as well as merchants trafficking along the
Rhine f r o n t i e r . ^

Indeed, the fact that West Germanic tribal

kingshio was quite weakly established in the pre-Migration
period would have impressed Tacitus, who generally conceived
of kingship as a permanent and coercive au t h o r i t y . ^

Various

division into "popular" and "royal" constitutions is somewhat
better but still misleading:
Conrad,
D t . R ec ht ., I, pp. 15-16.
See further:
J. B. Bury, The Invasion of Europe by the Bar
barians (1927; rpt. New York"! W. W." NortorT, 1767) ,trp7 rl-i5;
Genzmer, "Staat und Gesellschaft," pp. 148-149; Dopsch, Social
Foundations, pp. 173-75; Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung,
pp. 313-14.
39$chlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," pp. 115-16; Wenskus,
Stammesbildung und Verfassung, pp. 420-26; Wallace-Hadrill,
Early Germanic Kingship, p. 8 .
^ T h o m p son, Early Germans, p. 32 n. 1; Schlesinger,
"Heerkonigtum," p. 137".
^Norden,

Urgeschichte, pp. 428-50.

^Miillenhoff, D t . Alt., IV, pp. 186-87; Wenskus,
Stammesbildung und Verfassung, pt>. 318-19; Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," pp? 1 1 0 , 173~
""
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explanations have been offered to account for such a temporary
eclipse of West Germanic kingship.

For example, it is pos

sible that conflicts and jealousies within and between local
Germanic oligarchies mitigated against the emergence of an
enduring royal rule over an entire p e o p l e . ^

Clan rivalry

could certainly be divisive; yet there is another, external
historical factor which may also have had a significant role.
It has recently been pointed out that tribal kingship,

that

is, royal rulership on the lower-level of constituent p a g i ,
had itself been effectively abandoned by the West Germans
even before Caesar's time, perhaps in response to a similar
development among the neighboring Celtic tribes of G a u l .^
Indeed, we shall see that it was precisely a supra-tribal
kingship which began to take precedence in the pre-Migration
period among the West Germanic peoples.
Many interpretive problems connected with Tacitus'
account have derived from attempts to force early Germanic
political organization into rigid and anachronistic categories.
An alternate interpretation which takes the fluidity of early
Germanic constitutional structure into account may thus be
suggested.

Tacitus acknowledges that a royal clan (stirps

^Demougeot, Formation d e l 'Europe, pp. 289-96;
Thompson, Early Germans, d p . 72-108, passim.
^ W e n s k u s , Stammesbildung und Verfassung, pp. 409-23
passim; Wolfram, "Early Medieval Kingdom," d p . p-7; T. Powell,
The Celts (New York:
Praeger Publishers, 1958), pp. 79-80.
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regia) existed among some West Germanic peoples and that kings
were chosen on the grounds of noble birth.

The royal clan

can hence be regarded as the noblest of many noble families
in a civitas.

Such a clan could likely be found among most

pre-Migration Germanic peoples,

even though its memberswere

not always chosen for communal leadership.
tion did occur,

When royal elec

the council of principes apparently desig

nated one of its own who belonged to the royal clan for
approval by the Assembly.

In this way it can be said that

early Germanic kings were "elected," and probably for life;
yet the choice was already confined to a single family . ^
Early Germanic kingship was therefore an exalted form of noble
lordship, and Germanic constitutional structure may perhaps
best be described as aristocratic with a royal apex.

46

Caesar and Tacitus also furnish valuable accounts of
individual Germanic kings which reveal the processes of early
Germanic statecraft as well as the relationship between reli
gion and kingdom-founding among the early Germans.

First,

there was Ariovistus, Caesar's formidable Germanic rival

^Thompson, Early Germans, pp. 35, 40-41.
This
fusion of elective and hereditary rights is called Geblutsrecht by German historians:
Kern, Kingship and Law7 p p . T214; Mitteis, Per S taat, pp. 7-8; Conrad, Dt, RechtT, I,
p. 16.
^ H a l l e r and Dannenbauer, Eintritt der Germanen,
p . 28; Mitteis, Per Staat, pp. 8-9" Schlesinger, "Herrschaf t
und Gefolgschaft," pp. 178-39; Mildenberger, Kulturgeschichte,
pp. 65-66; Mullenhoff, P t . A l t ., IV, pp. 191-57!
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in the Gallic civil w a r s . ^

His origins are somewhat unclear

but Caesar calls him rex Germanorum(^

and from additional

evidence it can be concluded that he was of Suebic royal
birth.it

is difficult to proceed much further, since in

contemporary Roman historiography "Suebi" was a collective
term for trans-Rhenane Germans.

The later course of this

Germanic king's career, however, merits particular attention.
Ariovistus and his followers apparently had taken an active
part in the bitter fighting which brought various Suebic

Caesar, Gallic W a r , i.30-54; Dio Cassius, Roman
History, xxxvii. 34-50, ecT E. Cary.
The Loeb Classical
Library (9 v o l s .; London:
Heinemann, 1961), III; Appian,
Roman History, iv.16-17, ed. H. White.
The Loeb Classical
Library (4 vols.; London:
Heinemann, 1964), I.
On Ariovistus
in general, see:
Dahn,Konige, I, pp. 102-104; G. Kaufmann,
"Ariovist," Allgemeine Deutsche Biogranhie, I (1875), 528-29;
Walser, Caesar und die Germanen, pp. 8-36; Demouget, Formation
de l 1Europe, p p . 60-63, and now H. Callies, "Ariovist," R G A ,
ed"! Hoops, I, 407-408.
,
48caesar, Gallic War, i.31, and Florus, Rom. Hist.,
i .45.
^ Ar io vi st us is probably the rex Sueborum Pliny says
was ruling in 61 BC:
Natural History" i i .67.170; ed. H.
Rackham.
The Loeb Classical Library (10 vols.; London:
Heinemann, 1967), I; Appian, Rom. H i s t ., iv.16:
"Ariovistus,
the king of the Germans beyond the Pv.hine." His first wife
is said to be "of Suebic nationality whom he had brought with
him from home." Caesar, Gallic W a r , i.53.
The great V'Olkerwanderung scholar Ludwig Schmidt thought Ariovistus was a
king of the Triboci, a Celticized Suebic tribe:
"Ariovist,"
Hermes, XLII (1907), 509-10.
^OMullenhoff, D t . A l t ., IV, pp. 119, 450-51; Schutte,
Forefathers, II, pp. 96-98; Schwarz, Stamineskunde, p. 156;
Hachmann, ^Der Begriff der Germanischen," Jahrbuch fur Internationale Germanistik, Vol. VII, pt. 1 (Bern■ IT! L a n g ,
1975), pp. 128-50:---
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sub-tribes across the Rhine into Gaul (c. 72 B C ) .51

Ten

years later, Ariovistus' war-band was hired by the Celtic
Sequani to destroy a powerful rival tribe (61 B C ) .
his great victory, however,

After

the Suebic king seized a large

part of the Sequani's land, demanded tribute and noble
hostages,

and collected reinforcements from beyond the Rhine.

It should be noted that even at this time, some four
years before Caesar's arrival, references could be made to
Ariovistus1 "royal authority.

i n

59 BC, the Suebic king

was officially proclaimed "King and Friend of the Roman
People"

(rex et amicus populi Romani) by the Senate.

The

bestowal of this title certainly did not make Ariovistus a
king, but rather confirmed his authority as a power in eastern
Gaul and freed him from Roman

i n t e r f e r e n c e . ^

Indeed, this

action no doubt had Caesar's approval, as it occurred in his
consular t e r m . ^

Nonetheless, by the following year Caesar

^ Ariovistus boasted that his war-band had not been
beneath a roof in fourteen years:
Caesar, Gallic M a r , i.36.
Callies, "Ariovist," 407.
52i)io Cass., Rom. H i s t ., xxxviii,,34; Caesar, Gallic
W a r , i.31.
Schlesinger, "Heerkbnigtum," p. 116.
^ D i o Cass., Rom. H i s t ., xxxviii/34; Appian, Rom. H i s t .,
iv.17.
Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," p. 116; Callies~ "Ariovist," 407; Walser, Caesar und die Germanen, p. 21 n. 2 con
sidered this title-bestowal as also indicative of a personal
bond by which Caesar prepared for his Gallic consulship.
For
the title's political significance, see:
K. Neumann, "Amicus
populi Romani," RE, e d s . Pauly-Wissowa-Kroll, I;2, cols. 18321833; Rosenberg.^Rex:
Die reges socii," RE, eds. PaulyWissowa-Krpll, 2nd ser., I;l, cols. 719-720T
S^Caesar repeatedly claimed that he himself had secured
Ariovistus this honor:
Gallic War, i.35,43.
Gelzer, Caesar,
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apparently had determined to repulse the Germanic king and,
under the pretext of aiding allied Celtic tribes, advanced
into Ariovistus'

territory.

After lengthy personal negoti

ations with the Germanic king broke off, Caesar attacked and
soundly defeated Ariovistus'

forces near Besanqon (58 BC).55

The Suebic king Ariovistus had thus first made his
mark as an enterprising retinue-leader or princeps in Gaul.
However,

instead of relinquishing his military command, he

began at once to consolidate and expand his position by land
seizure, settlement, and tribute demands.

Ariovistus thereby

erected a confederate kingship comprised of seven West Ger
manic splinter-tribes and assorted war-bands, rather than
whole-peoples

(gentes) .

Yet the retinue and its lord re 

mained the focus of this supra-tribal political organization.
Indeed, Ariovistus1 "state" resembles an extended retinue,
with each component grouD likely bound to him along the model
of his original Suebic war-band . ^

p. 108.
The Germanic king
Rome:
Caesar, Gallic W a r ,

seems to have
i.43.

made a legation to

^~*Ibid. , i.37-41 (the advance against Ariovistus),
i.42-47 (the negotiations), and i.51-53 (the battle).
Caesar's
account of his diplomacy with Ariovistus is remarkably detailed
but highly suspect.
As Walser pointed out, the purpose is
to vindicate Caesar's aggression against Ariovistus (Caesar
und die Germanen, pp. 27-34); but he rather exaggerates the
role of rhetorical distortion (ibid., pp. 24-27).
Cf. Dio
Cassius, Rom. H i s t ., xxxviii.^34-35 for a more impartial statement.
^Schwarz,
Stammeskunde, D p . 159-63; R. Much, "Die
Sudmark der Germanen,"
(1893),
18-20, 100-108;
Gutenbrunner, "Volksturn und Wanderung," p. 11.

54.

^Schlesinger, "Herrschaft und Gefolgschaft," pp. 153Ariovistus is said to have actively sought and welcomed
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German historians have termed this new confederate
lordship Heerkonigtum.58

gy a process of war-band leadership

and settlement, West Germanic retinue-lords seized the oppor
tunity to establish hereditary realms.

Yet the survival of

such kingdoms greatly depended on the martial king's main
taining his high level of prestige by a continued series of
victories.

Ariovistus was clearly well on the way toward

forging such an enduring, unitary state; with defeat, his
federate realm rapidly unravelled.

The extent of Ariovistus1

authority, however, must not be underestimated,

even though

Caesar may have somewhat exaggerated his Germanic rival's
p o s i t i o n . A r i o v i s t u s ’ far-reaching alliances,

the receipt

fresh Germanic war-bands from across the Rhine (Dio Cassius,
Rom. H i s t ., xxxviii.35; Caesar, Gallic W a r , i.35,44).
Note
the appearance on the Rhine of a Suebic splinter-group under
dual command of two brothers (ibid., i.37).
-^The constitutional historian Walter Schlesinger has
been the leading spokesman of this concept.
As Schlesinger
defines it, Heerkonigtum began with, but went beyond war
leadership. _It meant the acquisition "not only of a temporary
authority, but an actual lordship which initially covers only
the participant personally in a land-taking martial operation.
But with victory it soon gains supra-personal elements as well,
which will relate to the subjugated region and not diminish
again after the conquest, but become hereditary in many cases
within the Heerkonig1s family.”
("Heerkonigtum," pp. 105-106).
See further on Heerkonigtum: Bosl, "Staat, Gesellschaft, Wirtschaft,” p. 5061 Genzmer, ""Staat und Gesellschaf t ,” pp. 148-49;
Schwarz, Stammeskunde, pp. 220-21; Wenskus, Stammesbildung und
Verfassung, pp. 409-10; Liitge, Sozialgeschichte, pp. 22-23;
Immink, Roots of Medieval Society, p . 451
Hanson, From King
dom to Commonwealth (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University PressT
1970), p. 75; Wolfram, "Early Medieval Kingdom," pp. 4-5.
S^Walser, Caesar und die Germanen, pp. 22-23.
See Dio
Cass., Rom. His t., xxxviii.34. Demougeot regards Ariovistus as
the leader of a shifting war-league (Formation de l 1Europe,
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of an amicus-title, and the federate structure of his kingdom
are all indicative of a nascent foreign p o l i c y . ^

He even

appears to have issued his own coinage. ^1
Ariovistus'

confederate retinue-leadership must also

be distinguished from the earlier migration and warfare of
whole-people such as the

Cimbri,62

Moreover, Schlesinger

has observed that the retinue warfare of Germanic leagues did
not initially bear the pronounced sacralitv associated with
tribal or "popular" migration and warfare.

In the latter

case, the warlord's authority was not absolute, but shared
with tribal religious specialists.

On the other hand, the

leader in retinue warfare seems to have had unrestricted
authority.63

This suggestion is borne out by a notable

incident in Ariovistus'

career.

For it is reported that the

Germanic king delayed joining battle with the Romans for

pp. 60-61) and Thompson also concludes "there is no reason
to think that Ariovistus had any authority of a kind unknown
elsewhere in Germany at that time."
(Early Germans, p. 95
n. 1 and p . 70 n . 3).
^Schlesinger,
"Heerkonigtum," op. 116-17; Callies,
"Ariovist," 408.
Ariovistus' second wife was the sister of
the Celtic king of Noricum, and he could himself speak Celtic:
Caesar, Gallic W a r , i.53,47.
6 1 r . Forrer, Keltische Numismatik der Rhein-und
Donaulande, I (2nd e d ~ Graz, 1968), p" 2STf7, cited by
Callies, "Ariovist," 408.

6 2The useful German terminological distinction is
Gefolgschaftskriege and Volkskriege: Kuhn, "Kriegswesen und
Seefart," pp. 101-102; SchlesingerV "Heerkonigtum," p. 119;
Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung, pp. 319-20.
^Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," p. 120; cf. Caesar,
Gallic W a r , vi.23 and Tacitus, Germania, vii.
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several days because certain tribal priestesses (matres
familiae) , presumably in bis camp, had foretold disaster if
he fought before the new moon.

However, Ariovistus cast

these warnings aside when an initial skirmish seemed in his
favor.^

The Heerkonig1s authority was clearly superior to

these seers', whose position is thus not comparable to that
of the influential Cimbrian priestesses.
Another renowned Germanic leader who engaged in this
kind of supra-tribal statecraft, and with considerably greater
success, was the Marcomannic king

M a r o b o d u u s

.^5

When Drusus

and later Tiberius were carrying Roman standards beyond the
Rhine, Maroboduus withdrew a large number of the Marcomanni
from the Main region and led them to new homes in Bohemia
(c. 5 B C ).

There, he soon subjugated Celtic and neighboring

Germanic tribes with a powerful army, welcomed adventurous
war-bands, and offered asylum to those disaffected with Rome.
Moreover, he built a palace set aside from his people's main
stronghold and amassed a royal treasury.

^Caesar,
tum," p. 117.

Gallic W a r , i.44.

In less than a

Schlesinger,

"Heerkonig-

^Tacitus, The A nn a l s , i i .26,44-46,62-63; ed.
J, Jackson.
The Loeb Classical Library (3 vols.; London:
Heinemann, 1962), I; Velleius Paterculus, Roman History,
ii.108-10, ed. F. Shipley.
The Loeb Classical Library
(London:
Heinemann, 1961); Strabo, G e o g ., vii.1.3.
On
Maroboduus in general, see:
Kaufmann^ ^Marbod," Allgemeine
Deutsche Biographie, XX (1884), 290-93; F. von Liitzow, Bohemia:
An Historical Sketch (1910; rev. ed. London:
J. M. Dent &
Sons L t d , , 193$), p p . 3-5; Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," pp.
117-18; J. Dobi&s, "King Maroboduus as a Politician," K l i o ,
XXXVIII (1960), 155-66; Demougeot, Formation de 1'Europe,
pp. 106-15 passim.
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decade, Maroboduus had created a strong confederate kingdom;
indeed, his suzereignty extended over the influential Suebic
Semnones and even the Lombards along the lower Elbe.

In 6 AD,

he secured from Tiberius the official position of amicus, and
did not participate in the great Cheruscan revolt culminating
in the Teutoberg Forest

(9 AD).

Thereupon,

the victorius

Arminius denounced his Marcomannic rival as a tyrant and
traitor to all Germans.

Deserted by his northern allies,

Maroboduus was defeated and fell back into inner Bohemia (17
AD).

Three years later, he was deposed by a rival chieftain

and driven into permanent exile at Ravenna.
The stages in Maroboduus'

career are again significant.

In the first instance, Maroboduus seems to have directed the
Marcomannic emigration to Bohemia as temporary warlord (dux,
princeos) , though he was likely of royal birth and already
invested with the limited authority generally ascribed to
Germanic tribal

k i n g s

.^6

The reasons for this move and the

subsequent effects on the nature of Maroboduus' authority
were acutelv noted bv the Roman historian Velleius Paterculus,
who was himself a veteran of the Marcomannic wars:
Maroboduus, a man of noble family (genere
nobilis) , strong in body and courageous in
mind, a barbarian by birth but not in
intelligence, he achieved among his

66strabo, G e o g ., vii.1.3.
Tacitus also calls him
r e x , though in the context of his later Bohemiam realm:
Annals, ii. 26,44.
Dobias, "King Maroboduus," 156.
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countrymen no mere chief’s position (principatus) gained as the result of internal
disorders or chance or liable to change
and dependent on the caprice of his
subjects, but, conceiving in his mind
the idea of a definite empire and royal
powers (certum imperium vimque regiam) ,
he resolved to remove his own race- far
away from the Romans and to migrate to a
place where, inasmuch as he had fled
before the strength of more powerful arms,
he might make his own more p o w e r f u l . 67
Maroboduus erected his new authority by a process much like
that of the earlier Heerkonig Ariovistus, v i z ., war-leadership,
conquest, and settlement.

Land-hunger as well as general fear

and disaffection with Roman rule were again significant com
pelling factors.

Similarly,

the component peoples in

Maroboduus1 kingdom were not whole-peoples

(gentes) , but

splinter-groups from many larger t r i b e s . I n d e p e n d e n t Ger
manic war-bands also attached themselves freely to the
Marcomannic king's enterprise:

even Ingviomerus, Arminius'

uncle, brought his large retinue to Maroboduus'
the Cheruscan u p r i s i n g . ^

support during

However, his authority in Bohemia

exceeded the bounds of Heerkonigturn.

From a confederate w a r 

lord, Maroboduus had become an autocratic ruler who subjugated

^V el l e i u s Pat., Rom. H i s t ., ii.108.
See further on
Velleius:
Hayes, Sources, pp. 37-39; Mullenhoff, D t . A l t .,
IV, p. 43; M. Laistner, The Greater Roman Historians (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1971) , p p . 108-10‘.
68gchwarz, Stammeskunde, pp.
"Heerkonigtum," p. 118.

69Tacitus, An na ls , ii.45.
pp. 82-83.

163-66;

Schlesinger,

Thompson, Early Germans,
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both foreign and Germanic peoples with a powerful standing
army and forged an empire which stretched from the lower Elbe
to the Danubian plain.
Indeed,

the growth of Maroboduus' power, the strength

of his army, and his proximity to northern Italy, aroused
•considerable suspicion and anxiety in Rome, despite the
Marcomannic king's avowals of his peaceful intentions.71

The

result was Tiberius' massive but inconclusive invasion of
Bohemia.

His negotiations and peace-accord with

moreover, had far-reaching consequences.

M a r o b o d u u s ,

72

For Maroboduus

remained loyal to Rome in the turbulent days following Armi ni u s ' victory.

Not only did he refuse to join the Cheruscan

king, but he returned Arminius' generous gift of Varus'
severed head to Tiberius for proper burial in the family tomb
of A u g u s t u s . ^

Arminius'

effective propaganda against his

7^strabo, G e o g ., vii,1.3; Velleius Pat., Rom. H i s t .,
ii.109.
Dobias, "King Maroboduus," 157-58; E. Zollner,
Geschichte Osterreichs (3rd e d . ; Munich:
R. Oldenbourg,
1966), pp. 30-31.
71velleius Pat., Rom. H i s t ., .ii.109:
"The body of
guards protecting the kingdom (imperium) of Maroboduus . . .
soon placed him in a position of power that was dreaded even
by our empire.
His policy toward Rome was to avoid provoking
us by war . . . the envoys whom he sent to the Caesars some
times commended him to them as a suppliant and sometimes
spoke as though they represented an equal."
7^Tacitus, Annals, ii.26,45.
Dobias, "King Maroboduus,"
159, 161,
Tiberius"' invasion of Bohemia has rightly been
called "another act of shameless agression" in Augustus’
grandiose plan:
C. Wells, The German Policy of Augustus
(Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1972) , p . 161.
73velleius Pat., Rom. H i s t ., ii.119.
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Marcomannic rival also reveals that Maroboduus' absolutist
7/
authority had become extremely unpopular.
Thus, when
Maroboduus withdrew before Arminius'

army, several important

allies immediately abandoned his cause, while Tiberius'

secret

negotiations with discontented Marcomannic nobles sealed
Maroboduus'

downfall.^

It should be noted, however,

that

despite his reverses, Maroboduus succeeded in establishing an
hereditary kingship,

for Tacitus speaks of Marcomannic kings

belonging to "the noble line of Maroboduus" in his own d a v . ^
The nature and extent of Roman influence upon
Maroboduus'

statecraft must finally be considered.

It has

been observed that the Marcomannic king's autocratic rule
was quite exceptional in the pre-Migration Germanic world.
Now Strabo reports that Maroboduus had, in fact, been raised
in Rome and enjoyed the favor of Augustus.??

A major feature

of Imperial diplomacy toward the Germans was the policy of
taking and educating noble hostages.

Such tribal leaders

could then put their new knowledge of Roman administrative
and military organization to work in overthrowing their

^ T a c i t u s , Ann al s , ii,44:
"But while his kingly
title rendered Maroboduus unpopular with his countrymen,
Arminius aroused enthusiasm as the champion of liberty."
Dobias, "King Maroboduus," 163-64.
^Tacitus,

Annals,

ii. 44,62-63; Velleius Pat., P.om.

Hist., i i .129.
76Xacitus, Germania, xlii.
Schlesinger, "Heerkonig
tum," p. 118, and see Pfiillenhoff's commentary, Dt. Alt.,
IV, pp. 482-83.
7?Strabo, Geog., vii.1.3; Velleius Pat., Rom. Hist.,
i i .108.
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peoples’ traditional social order.^8

e, a. Thompson has

argued convincingly that the grounds for Maroboduus1 "per
sonal tyranny" were in fact prepared by dramatic socio
political changes occurring among some Germanic peoples.

He

suggests that in areas of intense Roman commerce, privately
owned wealth had undermined the old clan-nexus of society and
accentuated class distinctions.
men among the Marcomanni,

In particular,

the leading

Cherusci, and Chatti emerged as

a legally privileged class able to wield coercive power by
means of reorganized "state" a r m i e s . ^
The final stage of Maroboduus’ statecraft certainly
ran counter to traditional Germanic conceptions of limited
royal rule and at the same time posed a threat to the in
creasingly powerful Germanic nobility.

Roman

influence can

here be seen both indirectly in the form of socio-economic
penetration and more directly in the matter of Maroboduus'

reportedly reared the sons of allied kings
at his court and gave them an elite education:
Suetonius,
De vita C a e s ., A u g ., xlviii and De g r am m., xvii, cited by
Dobias, "King Maroboduus," 155-56T
For the Roman hostagepolicy, see Thompson,
Early Geprians, pp. 95-96; Demougeot,
Formation de l ’Eurone, p p . ^93-96, T09-I1.
Note in particular
Maroboduus' centrally organized army and its employment:
Velleius Pat., Rom. Hist., ii.109.
Thomnson, Earlv Germans,
pp. 6 6 , 69-70.
^Augustus

79lbid., pp. 63-67:
"The warriors were no longer all
upon the one footing, and the chiefs were no longer merely the
first among equals . . . The adoption of something like a
State army was only possible when something like a State
organization of society in general had taken the place of the
organization based on the clans." (p. 66).
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background.

Yet the Marcomannic king achieved his political

goal through an intensified form of federate, retinue leader
ship which was not unfamiliar to early Germanic socio-political
organization.

It will reappear in the formation of the post-

Migration early medieval kingdoms.
Even Arminius,^0 the Cheruscan leader who thwarted a
permanent Roman conquest of Germany, had training in Imperial
arms.

Indeed, he had commanded a Germanic auxiliary unit

with distinction, probably in the Pannonian wars

(6-9 A D ) ,

and held equestrian rank as well as citizenship.^1

By 9 AD,

Arminius was back among the Cherusci where he helped organize
a revolt against the Roman military governor Quintilius

SOTacitus, Annals, i.55-68, i i .5-22,44-46,88; Strabo,
Geo g., vii.l; Velleius P a t ., Rom. H i s t ., ii.117-20.
There is
a vast secondary literature on Arminius; see in general:
Kaufmann, "Arminius," Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie, I (1875),
534-36; E. Hohl, "Zur Lebensgeschichte des Siegers im Teutoburger Walde," HZ, CLXVII (1943), 457-75; Schlesinger, "Heer
konigtum," pp. TT9-21; W. Edelmaier, Tacitus und die Gegner
R o m s . Diss. Heidelberg 1964 (Cologne:
G. Wasmund, 1964),
pp. 83-116; Haller and Dannenbauer, Eintritt der Germanen,
pp. 30-33; Timpe, Arminius-Studien. Bibliothek der klassischen
Altertumswissenschaft. N .S .p t .2” Vol. 34 (Heidelberg:
C.
Winter, 1970), and now Callies, "Arminius," RGA, ed. Hoons,
I, 417-20.
^V el l e i u s Pat., Rom. H i s t ., ii.118; Tacitus, Annals,
ii.10.
Arminius may have received these honors by virtue of
his military service (Thompson, Early Germans, p. 73) or by
a prior stay at Rome (Hohl, "Lebensgeschichte," 463-65).
Of
course, he could also have held citizenship by his noble birth:
Velleius Pat., Rom. Hi st ., ii.118; Callies, "Arminius," 417.
Arminius probably was an equestrian praefectus commanding a
regular auxiliary unit of Cherusci:
T i mo e, Arminius-Studien,
pp. 35-41-
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V a r u s . F o l l o w i n g his magnificent victory in the Teutoberg
Forest, Arminius headed opposition to Germanicus1 advances and
also led attacks upon pro-Roman rivals such as King Maroboduus
(15-17 AD).

However, he was murdered shortly thereafter

(21 AD?) by his own relatives, when he apparently attempted
to create an enduring

k i n g s h i p .

. it ± s Q f no passing sig

nificance that the man who preferred to be known as a champion
of freedom should ultimately have followed the autocratic
path of his bitter rival, Maroboduus.
Arminius, unlike Ariovistus and Maroboduus,

led a

confederation of united gentes for freedom, and did not succeed
in combining battle-victorv with settlement to erect a lasting

82velleius Pat., Rom. H i s t ., ii.117-18; Tacitus,
Annals, i.55.
It seems clear from these two accounts that the
TTrevoTt" of 9 AD was fomented by conflicts between pro- and
anti-Roman factions of the Cheruscan nobility.
Arminius' own
brother, Flavus, and his father-in-law, Segestes, were staunch
Roman supporters (ibid., i.53, ii.9); see Thompson, Early
Germans, pp. 73-79.
Arminius, who probably was still in
Roman service, merely delivered the opening blow with his
troop-mutiny and surprise attack; he did not act alone at this
point:
Timpe, Arminius-Studien, D p . 104-10; Callies, "Arminius,"
418, 419.
^Tacitus, An n a l s , i.8 8 : "Arminius himself, encouraged
by the gradual retirement of the Romans and the expulsion of
Maroboduus, began to aim at kingship (regnum adfectans) , and
found himself in conflict with the independent temper of his
countrymen.
He was attacked by arms, and, while defending
himself with chequered results, fell by the treachery of his
relatives (propinquorum) ." Thompson rightly observes that
assassination by kinsmen is the most heinous crime known to
clan society and "a striking indication of the intensity of
the feelings aroused by his anti-tribal activities."
(Early
Germans, p . 84).
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kingship.

Thus he remained essentially a renowned retinue-

Q A

leader.

It should be noted that Arminius never possessed

overall military command, for his decisions could be over
ruled by other leaders

(d uces, princioes, proceres) who also

appear in the Cheruscan operations.®-^

Yet Arminius was

known to be of noble birth, and Tacitus reports that the
Q£
Cherusci did have a royal clan (stirps regia) .
Indeed,
though there is no specific evidence on this point, there is
reason to believe that Arminius was a member of this family.
The Cherusci were apparently one of those West Germanic
peoples who maintained a royal clan and selected warlords from
it, while effectively surpressing any one member from erecting
sole tribal leadership.

Again, conflicts within the tribal

nobility proved to be decisive factors in determining the
actual forms of Germanic rulership.®^

Indeed, Arminius care

fully avoided the title king, at least until after his conflict

^^Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," pp. 119, 121.
In 15
AD, Arminius was a "dominant figure" among the Cherusci,
"since he advocated war:
for with barbarians the readier a
man is to take a risk so much the more is he the man to trust,
the leader to prefer when action is afoot":
Tacitus, Annals,
i.57, and note how he personally roused the Cherusci and
others to arms (ibid., i.59).
®^Ibid., i.55,68,

ii.15.

Thompson, Early Germans, p. 37.

®®Tacitus, Annals, xi.16; Velleius Pat., Rom. Hist.,
ii.118.
87
Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassun.g, o. 423,
who also points to Tacitus1 apparent equation of Cheruscan
nobiles with members of the stirps regia (A nn a l s , xi.16) as
evidence that the bitter conflicts in fact took place within
the royal clan.
See also:
Thompson, Early Germans, p. 72;
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with Maroboduus, even though he exercised real power (potentia) for twelve years.

It may be surmised that his downfall

was caused by family members who feared the strength he was
gaining on the grounds of his renowned retinue-leadership.
It has been observed that Arminius took a prominent
role in extended warfare,

conducted by a league of Germanic

tribes, the aim of which was not land-taking but rather
freedom from Roman occupation of the Weser-Elbe territory.
Schlesinger has properly likened such wars to earlier,
"popular" movements of larger gentes, whose motive was often
survival itself, and to their pervasive s ac r a l i t y . ^

In

both cases, prisoner-sacrifices and other major rites are in
evidence.

No doubt the most notorious such incident in

Arminius' campaigns concerns the fate of V a ru s 1 legions
(9 A D ) .

Tacitus relates that captured Roman senior officers

were slain upon altars set up in groves near the battlefield;
other prisoners were hung on gallows and thrown into p i t s . ^
When Germanicus' army surveyed the site six years later, the

Callies, "Arminus," 417; Mullenhoff, D t . A l t ., IV, p. 186;
Timpe, Arminius-Studien, p. 15.
88iacitus, Anna ls , ii.44,88.
Thompson, Early Germans,
pp. 82-84; Demougeot, Formation de I 1Europe, pp . 2 9 2 , 29"4"";
Callies, "Arminius," 418.
^Schlesinger,
90

"Heerkonigtum," o . 120.

Tacitus, Annal? i.61 and cf. Germania, xii.
Vries, AGR, I, p. 451T

De
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heads of prisoners could still be seen fixed on tree-trunks.^
Arminius boasted that he had erected the captured Roman
standards and banners in sacred groves as votive-offerings
to the gods.92

Indeed, the Cheruscan king seems to have

launched his various campaigns at ceremonial gatherings.
Thus, he and his fellow leaders reportedly met at a feast
Q O

just prior to the attack on Varus,

while on the eve of

the battle of Idistaviso (16 A D ) , Arminius and his allied
94
tribes had gathered "at the holy forest of Hercules."
Indeed,
a popular,

this sequence of battles bears the mark of

"holy-war" whose impetus, when once unleashed,

compelled whole-peoples and their leaders into concerted
action.95

por example,

the pro-Roman Cheruscan noble,

Segestes, is said to have been forced to join Arminius'
initial revolt by "the unanimous will of the nation."

His

son, Segimundus, a Roman priest at the Ubian altar (Cologne),
threw off his robes and joined Arminius in the field.9 6
When Germanicus invaded Cheruscan territory in 15 AD,

9^-Tacitus, Ann al s, i.61.
V a ru s1 ritual decapitation
has already been noted; the deed was apparently performed by
one of Arminius’ relatives, the son of Segimerus, Segestes'
brother (ibid., i.71).
92ibid. , i .59.
^3Ibid., i .55 and see also ibid., i.65.
9^Ibid., ii.12,
"Hercules" is probably Thor:
de
Vries, AGR~ IT, pp. 107-11, and see also Tacitus, Germania,
i i i ,ix.
^Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," p. 120; idem.,
"Herrschaft und Gefolgschaft," p. 143.
^Tacitus, Ann al s, i.55,57.

1
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Arminius called upon his people to
uphold

their

resist

Roman oppression,

ancient traditions, and follow him to freedom.

Not only the Cherusci but also surrounding Germanic tribes
and distinguished leaders enthusiastically answered his
appeal.

97

Germanicus further aggravated this explosive

situation by erecting at Idistaviso a victory-tumulus
inscribed with the names of the defeated tribes.

98

Although

Arminius may not at first have been the only leader in the
uprising of 9 AD, his great victory over Varus and continued
prominence in subsequent battles undoubtedly enabled him to
be identified with the leadership of this sacral enterprise.
Arminius clearly utilized traditional religious beliefs and
practices to promote his cause.

This sacral leadership may

well account for the Cheruscan warlord's enormous popularity
which, indeed, extended far beyond his d e a t h . ^

Arminius'

9?Ibid., i.59,60.
But I would not exclude this
particular campagin from being a holy-war, as does Schlesinger
("Herrschaft und Gefolgschaft," p. 143 n. 16).
Dudley,
"The
Barbarian Confederacy and the Expansion of Rome," University
of Birmingham Historical Journal, V (1955), 132-33~ 136.
^Tacitus, Annals, ii.19:
"The sight affected the
Germans with an anguish and a fury which wounds, distress, and
ruin had been powerless to evoke.
Men, who a moment ago had
been preparing to leave their homesteads and migrate across
the Elbe, were now eager for battle and flew to arms.
Commons
and nobles, youth and age, suddenly assailed the Roman line
of march and threw it into disorder." See also ibid., ii.7,
where the Chatti reportedly tore down the funeral-niound erected
to Varus in 15 AD (ibid. i.62).
^ T a c i t u s observes at the end of his remarkable
tribute (ibid., ii.88) that Arminius "to this day is sung in
tribal laysT"" Many scholars have seen the origins of the
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later attempts to create a new and undoubtedly more autocratic
kingship were fatally distinct from this popular role.
The use of religion toward the creation of an effec
tive confederate kingship among the early Germans is still
more pronounced in the career of Julius Civilis.

In the

first instance, Tacitus expressly described Civilis as a
member of the Batavian stirps regia, which was clearly set
apart from other noble families of this tribe.

101

Like

Arminius, he was an accomplished Roman officer of Germanic
auxiliaries.

His revolt (69-70 AD) began as a mutiny of

provincial cohorts in Lower Germany and spread rapidly to
the whole Batavian tribe and its neighbors, e.g., the

Siegfried legend in his career:
Hofler, Siegfried, Arminius,
und die Symbolik (Heidelberg:
C. W in t e r , 1961); de V r i e s ,
Heroic Song, ppT 200-201; Callies, "Arminius," 419.
Arminius
has exertec a strong hold on the German literary mind:
R . Kilhnemund, Arminius, Or the Rise of a National Symbol in
Literature. University of North Carolina' Studies in the
Germanic Languages and Literatures, 8 (Chapel Hill, 1953).
-*-^^Tacitus , The Histories, i v .12-37 ,54-79 , v. 14-26;
ed. C. Moore.
The Loeb Classical Library (2 vols.; London:
Heinemann, 1962), II; Dio Cassius, Rom. H i s t ., lxvi.3.
On
Civilis in general, see:
Kaufmann, "Civilis," Allgemeine
Deutsche Biographie, IV (1876), 268-69; Schlesinger, ’’Heer
konig turn ,''—p p . 121-22; Demougeot, Formation de I 1E ur op e,
pp. 134-38 passim.
lOliacitus, Hist., iv.13.
Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum,"
p. 121.
The Batavi had formed part of the trans-Rhenane
Chatti but were expelled amidst seditione domestica, as
Tacitus puts it (Hist., iv.12). Batavian submission to Roman
suzereignty (ante i2 BC) may have marked their abandonment
of tribal kingship (Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," p. 113).
However, the expelled Batavi could have been the royal clan
of the Chatti:
Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung, p. 425.
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Canninefates and Frisii.

Civilis brought five additional

peoples into his league by kindling the Rhineland Germans'
resentment to Roman rule and later received additional
support from rebelling Celtic tribes in Gaul.

After a series

of stunning victories along the Rhine, Civilis' fortunes were
reversed before Trier and Xanten (70 AD) by Vespasian's able
general, Cerialis.

Finding his support dwindling,

the

Batavian king surrendered and was allowed to retire across
the Rhine.
Once again,

the constituent groups in Civilis'

league

were not entire gentes; they were rather splinter-groups
arranged on a retinue basis.

In battle, each such unit had

been placed separately in order to best demonstrate its in
dividual prowess.

Civilis, however, wielded sole military

command, collected reinforcement from across the Rhine, and
negotiated directly with the Romans.102
Civilis began his revolt by summoning the leading men
and best warriors of his tribe to a feast in an ancient sacred
grove.

Amidst the customary nightime revelries, the Batavian

king suddenly arose and announced his plans.

When the

assembly had unanimously approved, Civilis bound them all

102-jacitus, H i s t ., iv.16-37 passim. Schlesinger,
"Herrschaft und Gefolgschaft," pp. 154-55; Schwarz, Stammesk unde, pp. 146-47; Latouche, Caesar to Charlemagne, trans.
Jennifer Nicholson (New York:
Barnes 5c" Noble, 1368) , pp.
54-61 describes Civilis' alliance with the "Gallic Empire"
of Julius Classicus.
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in ^
together by sacral oath and accompanying rites.■LUJ

In this

way, Batavians and their leader were linked together in a
divine pact.

After his first battle with the Romans, more

over, Civilis made a personal
ritual:

vow

and performed a dramatic

he dyed his hair bright red and swore to keep it

uncut until victory was achieved.-*-^4

Tribal emblems were

removed from holy groves and displayed in combat amidst
cultic war dances and

b a t t l e - c h a n t s .-*-05

The Batavian king also closely associated his enter
prises with the renowned prophetess Veleda who had initially
foretold his success.

This Bructeran seer lived removed from

mortal eyes in a lofty tower, and could be approached only

l ^T ac it u s , Hi st . , iv. 14-15.
"Kis / p i v i l i s ^ words
won great applause, and he bound them all by their national
oaths and barbarous rites (barbaro ritu et natriis execrationibus)M : ibid., iv.15.
Thxs~_is probably an example of
a retinue-oath, which may have included a shield-raising
ceremony as in the case of Brinno, elected as dux of the
allied Canninefates (ibid.).
See Schlesinger, ''Heerkonigtum,"
p. 121; de Vries, AGR~ T7 p. 351; Hauck, "Carmina Antiqua," 8-9.
lO^Tacitus, H i s t ., iv.61.
De Vries, A G R , II, p. 149.
This rite has a long tradition as a personal dedication to the
war-god, which enabled Germanic kings and leaders to directly
share the victory-bringing attributes of their divine patron:
Hofler, Sakralkoni^tum, p p . 190-205.
There are significant
parallels in certain initiation rites of the Wodan c u l t : de
Vries, A G R , I, pp. 492-96, 499-504; Hofler, Kultische Geheimb unde, pp. 285-97.
An elite warrior group among the Chatti
wore its hair long as a distinguishing mark of valor:
Tacitus,
Germania, xxxi; see de Vries, "Konigtum," 297-98; idem.,
"Sakralkonigtum," 185.
Note also that in 58 AD, the Chatti
had sacrificed their Hermunduric war-prisoners to Wodan
(Tacitus, Annals, xiii.57).
Helm, Wodan.
Ausbreitung und
Wanderung seines Kultes. Giessener Beitrage zur deutschen
Philologie, 55 (Giessen: W. Schmitz, 1946), pp. 17-20.
■'■^Tacitus , H ist. , iv. 18,22; v.17.
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through an intermediary.

Civilis sent her numerous

presents and war-booty during his campaigns, including Roman
prisoners and even an Imperial flag-ship captured on the
R h i n e . A t

one point, Veleda and Civilis acted together

as arbitrators, while the Batavian king later seems to have
taken refuge with the Bructeri just before his surrender.
These prominent religious acts in Civilis'
are of two major sorts.

statecraft

First, one can identify a central

group of martial rites which include the retinue-oath, hair
ritual, and battle-ceremony.

On the other hand, Civilis'

alliance with Veleda, his use of sacral feasts, groves, and
cult-objects constitutes another, significantly different
set of rituals.

It would thus appear that in addition to

religious practices springing from the retinue-sphere,
Civilis also appropriated rites belonging more properly to
the sphere of ancient tribal kingship.109

-pbe blending of

these two originally distinct forms of sacrality is a charac
teristic feature of early Germanic Heerkonigtum.

Indeed,

the

ideology of these new states reflects their structural

1 Ofi
xuoIbid., iv.61,65 and cf. idem., Germania, viii; see
de Vries, A G R , I, pp. 320-21, 404.
Note thatT "Veleda" is a
public, professional title of Celtic origin (Celt. *vel" see"
<01r. fili/filed "speaker"):
ibid., p. 320; Miillenhoff, D t .
A l t . , IV, pp"! ZT0-11; Schiitte, Forefathers, I, p. 237.
l^Tacitus,

H i s t . , iv.61, v.22.

l°8Ibid. , iv.65, v.24.
deliver Civilis.

Cerialis urged Veleda to

■^•^Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," p. 122:
"One may
assume that the amibitious scion of a royal family, who was
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formation:

a martial, federate kingship forged by the

retinue-leadership of royal warlords.
This type of Germanic kingship which first emerged
among the pre-Migration West Germans appears to stand in
rather sharp contrast to the kingship of Tacitus' Germania.
In particular,

the Tacitean king is a tribal figure with

essentially judicial and religious rather than martial duties.
It would thus be tempting to envision two distinct categories
of early Germanic kingship:
a more

up-to-date

an ancient tribal kingship and

warrior variety.

While such a view is

not entirely incorrect, it does not take into account the
actual fluidity of early Germanic socio-political structures.
Tacitus' Germania-account could well depict kingship within

not unfamiliar with Roman culture, brought these evidently
age-old sacral elements to effect, with the full intention
of strengthening his position and, indeed, with a view to the
strived-for kingship.
The Gefolgschaftskrieg was approaching
the form of Volkskrieg . . ~ n
H-QIbid., pp. 132-33; idem., "Herrschaft und Gefolg
schaf t," p. 154 n. 46:
"Sacral fribal kingship and Heerkdnigtum are to be distinguished.
The latter often comprised
members of many tribes and led to the formation of new tribes,
though in part under old names.
In the tribe, rex and dux
would be distinguished; the Heerkonig, however, is rex and dux
at the same time." For an excellent concise summary of this
view, see:
Bosl, "Reges ex nobilitate, duces ex virtute
sumunt (Tacitus, Germania, c. 7)," in Fruhformen der Gesell
schaf t , ed. Bo sl , p p . 61-71.
See also"! Hofler, "Sakralcharakter," pp. 696-99; W. Mohr, "Umwelt und Lebensform,"
in Germanische Altertumskunde, ed. Schneider, p. 6 6 ; de
V r i e s , "Rbnigtum,n 290, TT TT~ Wenskus, Stammesbildung und
Verfassung, p. 411; Wolfram, "Early Medieval Kingdom,” pp.
4-5; Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 6-7; R.
Folz et a l ., De 1'Antiquitd au monde mddidval (Paris:
Presses Universitaires de France, 1972), p. 35.
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a relatively stable, pacific social context.
removed from Roman or Celtic warfare,

In regions far

such as Scandinavia and

the North Sea-Baltic areas, Germanic kingship was closely
associated with fertility gods and had a marked sacrificial
character.

Yet it has been shown that elsewhere,

tribal

kings could indeed be warlords when the occasion so demanded,
and even a victorious Heerkonig had to deal with settlement
and the affairs of peace. H 2

^or was Heerkonigtum exclusively

West Germanic or confined to the pre-Migration age.

Extended

warfare and wanderings proved to be highly favorable circum
stances for its growth among many prominent East Germanic
peoples as well.

Indeed, it will be seen that this martial,

federate kingship became the dominant form of Germanic rulership in the Migration period and the early middle ages.

H i d e Vries, A G R , I, pp. 394-96; Schroder, IngunarFreyr; Ejerfeldt, "Germanische Konigtum" pp. 334-38; Hofl er ,
y'Semnonenhain"; W. Gaerte, "Sakrale Herrschaftsform bei den
heidnischen Preussen, Litauern und Letten," The Sacral King
ship , pp. 635-50; Hauck, "Carmina Antiqua," 17-23, 28-30; *
Jankuhn, "Herrschaftszeichen aus vor- und fruhgeschichtlichen
Funden Nordeuropas?" in Herrschaftszeichen, ed. Schramm, I,
pp. 101-17; Bosl, "Reges ex nobilitate,h pp. 66-68.
112see Wallace-Hadrillv Early Germanic Kingship,
pp. 13-16, though he takes this sociological argument a bit
too far.
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The Migrations

(c. 200-500 AD)

From the third through the fifth centuries AD. suc
cessive waves of East Germanic peoples breached Rome's
northern defenses and forced their way into Europe.

Like

the earlier East Germanic invasions of Bastarnae and Cimbri,
these were large-scale migrations of whole-peoples
for survival and land acquisition.

(gentes)

Goths, Vandals, Bur

gundians, and Lombards all embarked from their Scandinavian
homelands on extended wanderings that eventually reached
Northern Italy, Gaul, Spain, and North Africa.

Indeed,

so

prominent was the role of kings in each of these tribal move
ments chat the Migration period (Volkerwanderung) has long
been considered a "golden age" of Germanic royalty.

The

various East Germanic kingships, although by no means entirely
new phenomena, do exhibit certain structural and ideological
similarities which warrant their study as an integral group.
Literary sources, moreover, are more abundant than those of
the preceeding period.

For in addition to Greco-Roman
1 1 O

accounts,

several valuable "national" histories ■LJ also fur

nish important evidence of kingship and socio-political
organization among the migrating East Germanic peoples.

■*-^For the Goths, there is Jordanes1 Getica (sixth
century), Isidore of Seville's Historia Gothorun Vandalorum
Sueborum (seventh century), and for the Lombards the
anonymous Qrigo gentis Langobardorum (seventh century) and
Paul the Deacon's rfistoria Langobardorum (eighth century).
Comparable chronicles for West Germanic gentes are Gregory
of Tours' Historia Francorum, Fredegar's Chronicarum (sixth
century), the anonymous Liber historia Francorum (seventh
century), Bede's Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum

1
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The record of early Gothic kingship can be recon
structed from the popular traditions set forth in Jordanes'
Getica, several significant references by Roman historians,
and recent archeological findings.

The Gothic homeland lay

in the southeastern peninsula of Sweden ( m o d e m Gotaland),
adjacent to a related people,

the Gauts

(Geats).

A number

of geographically distinct sub-tribes are also known to
have existed among these early Goths.

Now according to

Jordanes the Goths emigrated to the banks of the Vistula
in three ships under the command of a certain King Berig.
They prospered in this new land (Gothiscandza, "Gothic
Shore") through the reigns of about five subsequent kings,
and apparently incorporated several already-established
East Germanic p e o p l e s , H 5

Extensive studies of pre-Migration

(eighth century), and Widukind of Corvey's Res gestae Saxonicae
(tenth century), Critical editions of all these sources' will
be found in the series Monuments Germaniae Historica, ed.
G.
Pertz e t a l . , (Hannover" 1829-); good German translations are
also available. On the significance of this early medieval
historical genre, see:
H. Grundmann, "Geschichtsschreibung
im Mittelalter," in D P A , ed. Stammler, III, cols, 2229-2233;
B. Lacroix, L'Historien au moyen age (Montreal:
Institut
d'Etudes Medidvales, 1971 ) , p p . 64-68; and now Beryl Smalley,
Historians in the Middle Ages (New York:
Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1974), pp. 50-56.
H ^ S c h w a r z , Stammeskunde, pp. 83, 85, 205-206 pa ss i m;
Schiitte, Forefathers" II, pp. £^16, 385-87, 396-97; Foote and
Wilson, Early'Medieval Scandinavia, p. 25; N. Wagner, Getica.
Unterschungen zum Leben des" 'Jordanes und zur fruhen Geschichte
der Goten. Quellen und Porschungen zur Sprach und K u l t u m
geschichte der germanischen Volker, N. S. 22 (Berlin:
W. De
Gruyter, 1967), pp. 171-215 passim.
jordanes, Getica, xxv-xxvii,xcv; ed. Mommsen, in
MGH A A , Vol. V. Wagner, Getica, pp. 218-22; Demougeot,
Formation de 1'Europe, pp"! 363-65.
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settlement areas in Gotaland and the Baltic coast have dated
116
the early Gothic migration to the Vistula near 50 BC.
Tacitus in his Germania (98 AD) locates the Goths
along the Baltic in Pomerania, and observes that kings have
a stricter authority among them than other Germanic p e o p l e s . H ?
It has been suggested that the kings who ruled "Gothiscandza"
constituted the royal clan of the most prominent Gothic sub
tribe in Gotaland.

Whenever a migration occurred,

these

royal leaders commanded a force drawn from all the tribes.
Berig would thus have been a federate warlord of royal birth
(i.e., a Heerkonig) who successfully founded a new Gothic
realm on the V i s t u l a . T h e

same may be said of King

Filimir's role in leading his people to a second Gothic home
land north of the Black Sea (c. 150 A D ) . H 9

^ Count Erik Oxenstierna, Die Urheimat der Goten
(Leipzig:
J. Barth, 1948); Hachmann, Die Goten und Skandinavien. Quellen und Forschungen zur Sprach- und Kulturgeschichte der germanischen Volker, N. S. 34 (Berlin:
W. De
Gruyter, 1970), pp. 221-39, 451-74; Wagner, Get ic a, pp. 21516; Demougeot, Formation de l 1Europe, pp. 361-363; but cf. J.
Czarnecki, The Goths in Ancient Poland (Coral Gables, F L :
University of Miami Press, 1975).
H^Tacitus, Germania, xliii; see Kullenhoff's com
mentary, D t . A l t . , iVl pp . 494-96 and also Dahn, Kon ig e , I ;2 ,
pp. 52-53"j Hodgkin, Invaders, I, pp. 33-35.
The Goths may have
been initial allies of Haroboduus, yet they helped the exiled
Marcomannic noble Catualda depose him in 18 AD (Tacitus, An na ls ,
lxii); see Dobias, "King Maroboduus," 157, 164.
^■^Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung, pp. 322-23,
410-11; Demougeot, Formation de 1 Europe, pp. 364, 406-497,
Jordanes, Getica, xxvii - xxviii.
I, pp. 39-42; Wagner, Getica, pp. 223-34.

Hodgkin,

Invaders,
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By the third century, the Goths dwelled in the Pontus
region and had begun to launch concentrated assaults on Rome's
eastern provinces.

Jordanes notes that they were then divided

into two groups, "Ostrogoths" and "Visigoths," which were
ruled, respectively, by the royal clans of Amali and

B a l t h i . i ^ O

Rather than representing two distinct realms, these divisions
most likely correspond to the ancient sub-tribes within the
larger Gothic people.

During the third century, renowned

kings such as Ostrogotha and Cnica created powerful federate
realms among the Goths by successful war-leadership.121
the close of this century, however,
become permanent:

At

the Gothic division had

the Visigoths had moved into Dacia, and

the Ostrogoths were established in the Ukraine.
the Amal king Ermanaric

Nonetheless,

(d. 375) forged an extensive Gothic

empire in Central Europe on the even of the Hunnic invasion.

199

Kingship assumed significantly different forms among
the two great branches of the Goths.

In regard to Ostrogothic

■^Ojordanes^ Getica, xlii-xliii,lxxxii. Hodgkin,
Invaders, I, pp. 43-44; Demougeot, Formation de 1'Europe,
p p . 405-409; A. Vasiliev, The Goths in the Crimea (Campridge,
MA: Mediaeval Academy of America, 1536), p p . 3-33.
^^J or da ne s , Getica, xcviii-ciii.
Hodgkin, Invaders ,
I. pp. 49-57; Demougeot, Formation de 1*Europe, pp. 402-405,
409-17.
The federate lordship of Odoaker and Theodoric are
outstanding later examples of East Germanic Heerkonigtum: see
Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," p. 139; Wolfram"! '‘Early Medieval
Kingdom," p. 5; Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 9-11.
1 ^J o r d a n e s , Getica, cxvi-cxx.
See further on
Ermanaric:
Dahn, Konige, T;2, pp. 56-58; Hodgkin, Invaders, I,
pp. 76-77, 246-48; Caroline Brady, The Legends of Ermanaric
(Berkeley:
University of California Press, T97TST"!
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kingship, the account given by Jordanes of the Amals' origins
is particularly instructive.
(81-96 AD), he observes,

During the reign of Domitian

a Gothic force had raided the lower

Danubian provinces and repulsed a massive Roman counterattack.
Because of their great victory,

the leaders

(proceres) of

this campaign were thereafter regarded as demi-gods

(ansis) ;

the first of these warlords, Gapt, was then the founder of
the Amal

l i n e .

1^2

The religious-historical significance of

this passage merits further discussion but it may here be
noted that the early Amals were clearly non-royal warlords
distinct from the ruling line of Gothic kings.

The Amals'

renowned war-leadership against the Romans presumably enabled
them to eclipse an older stirps regia and emerge after the
great Gothic division as the most prominent Ostrogothic royal
family. 124
Multiple rulership and dual kingship also appear among
the Ostrogoths.

For example, when the emperor Philip the

Arabian (244-249) refused the Goths their customary subsidies,
King Ostrogotha launched several attacks upon Moesia.
last of these was a large-scale,

The

federate raid under the

125
leadership of two noble warlords, Argaith and Guntheric.

123Jordanes, Geti ca , Ixxviii-lxxix.
124-Dahn, Konige, I; 2, pp. 114-16.
The Amals' claim
to the Ostrogothic throne may not have been fully established
until the early fifth century:
P. Grierson, "Election and
Inheritance in Early Germanic Kingship," Cambridge Historical
Journal, VII (1941), 6-7.
125jor(ianes, Getica, xcii.
Argaith is elsewhere
called r e x : Scriptores Historiae A ugustae, V i t . Gor d., x x x i ,
quoted by Hodgkin, Invaders, I , p . 50; Dahn, Konige, I;2, p. 54.

Similarly, it is reported that the Ostrogoths prospered early
in the fourth century under their two kings, Ariaric and
A o r i c , presumably joint rulers.^ 6

During the period of

Hunnic suzereignty, moreover, the Ostrogoths were ruled by
three brothers of the Amal line, each with his own districtkingdom.127
Visigothic socio-political structure is well docu
mented from the occupation of Roman Dacia to the settlements
in southern Gaul and Spain.

The early Visigoths were ap 

parently unaccustomed to unitary, overall rulership in peace
time.

Rather, political direction was exercised locally by

chieftains of the individual sub-tribes.

Jordanes makes this

point when he refers to the "princes and leaders

(primates

et duces) who ruled them /Visigoths7 in place of k ings.
However,

in wartime the Visigothic tribes commonly united to

choose a war-leader called a "Judge"

(iudex, dikastes) , who

possessed a higher authority than the local chieftains.

Yet

the Visigothic "Judge" did not wield coercive power; he could
merely persuade and recommend decisions before the council

126jordanes( Getica, cxii.
These Ostrogothic kings
were apparently not A m a l s . Grierson, "Election and Inheritance,
5; Dahn, Konige, I;2, p. 55; Hodgkin, Invaders, I, pp. 71-72.
l^Jordanes, Getica, cclii-ccliii ,cclxvii-cclxxi .
Dahn, Konige, I;2, pp~ 111-12.
128jordanes, Getica, cxxxiv; Isidore of Seville,
Historia Gothorum, iil ed. Mommsen, in MGK AA, Vol. XI.
Dahn,
K onige, f \ 1 , p p . 92-95; Schwarz, S tamme skuncfe, p. 89, and
esp.:
Thompson, The Visigoths in the Time of Ulfila (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1966), pp. 43-44.

of leading men.

129
?

Such outstanding fourth-century kings as

Fritigern, Athanaric and Alaric were leaders of this kind.
Their martial, retinue-lordship of confederate forces must
indeed be regarded as Heerkonigtum.130
Early Visigothic kings do not seem to have been chosen
from any established royal clan.

A certain trend toward

hereditary succession of "Judges" and chieftains is apparent
during the course of the fourth century but never became
firmly established among the Visigoths.

In fact, royal

deposition and assassination was an endemic and notorious
feature of the Visigothic kingdoms in Gaul and Spain. 131
The religious component of Gothic kingship can be dis
cerned from a variety of literary references.

In the first

instance, kings and priests are closely associated in early
Gothic tradition.

Both priests and priestesses are attested

among the Goths prior to the fifth century

AD.

132

Jordanes

l ^Am mi an us Marcellinus , Rerum gestarum libri, x x v i i ,5 .6
Themistius, Orationes, x, cited by Thompson,' Visigoths, p. 45
n.l; Jordanei"! Getica, cxxxi,cxlvii, For the limited powers of
the Visigothic "Judge” see Thompson, Visigoths, pp. 46-49; cf.
now: Wolfram, "Athanaric the Visigoth"!
Monarchy or Judgeship.
A Study in Comparative History," Journal of Medieval History,
I, (1975), 259-78.
*“
l ^ S c h l e s i n g e r , "Heerkonigtum," p. 124; Wolfram,
Medieval Kingdom," p.. 7; Schwarz , Stammeskunde , p. 110.

"Early

13^Thompson, Visigoths, p. 54; idem., The Goths in Spain
(Oxford:
Clarendon Press , 1969), p. 19. Grierson, "Election^
and Inheritance," 14.
That the "Balthi" had a special "throneright" among the Visigoths is not substantiated:
Dahn, Konige,
I ;2, pp. 85-86; Grierson, "Election and Inheritance," 11-12;
P. D. King, Law and Society in Visigothic Spain (Cambridge:
University P r es s, 1972), p . 23 n.l.
132jordanesf Getica, lxv.cxxi.
Note that the federate
king Filimer had the authority to expell the Gothic holy xromen;
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provides the valuable report that early Gothic kings, as well
as priests, were chosen from a class of learned nobles called
133
pilleati.

In addition, he speaks of a legendary Gothic

king who received posthumous divine honors, and of another who
-in /

performed both priestly and judicial functions.

Indeed,

the Visigothic "Judge" Athanaric reportedly exercised some
degree of religious authority.
Christian violence

For during a wave of anti-

(369-72), he ordered certain officials

(presumably priests) to place a local idol or tribal cultemblem upon a covered wagon and wheel it around to the houses
of suspected Christians.

Those who would not worship the

statue and make sacrifice were e x e c u t e d . T h e s e

priestly

de Vries, A G R , I, pp. 323-34.
In the fourth century, Visi
gothic religious rites were conducted by priests and priestesses
on a local, tribal level:
Eunapius, F r a g ., Iv, cited by
Thompson, Visigoths, p. 57 n.l and see further:
ibid., pp.
57-59.
133jordanesf Getica, x l ,lxxi-lxxii.
p. 91; de Vries, A G R , I, pp. 391, 398.

See Grimm, TM, I,

l-^Jordanes, Ge ti ca , xlviii,Ixxiii. However, Jordanes'
early chapters are somewhat suspect, as the Goths have been
confused with the Getae (Dacians):
Dahn, Konige, I;2, pp. 54,
99, 105; Hayes, Sources, pp. 159-60; Wagner"] Getica, pp. 73-74,
163-168.
Goths, Getae, and Geats were widely comingled in
medieval historiography.
See further:
Jane Leake, The Geats
of 1Beowulf.1 A Study in the Geographical Mythology of the
Middle Ages (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1967),
pp. 24-52; Eliade, Zalmoxis: the Vanishing G o d . Comparative
Studies in the Religions and Folklore of Dacia and Eastern
Europe, trans. W. Trask (Chicago:
University of Chicago
Press, 1972), pp. 64-67, 71-72.
^-^^Sozomen, Ecclesiastical History, vi.37; trans. C.
Hartranft, in Nicene and Post-Micene Fathers, e d s . P. Schaffand
and H. Wace (14 v o l s ., Mew York:
Christian Literature Co.,
1890), II; Isidore, H i s t . G o t h . , vi.
See de Vries, A G R , I,
pp. 385-86; Thompson'] VisigotKs, pp. 61-62, 97-102; T o d d ,
Barbarians, pp. 128-29; Hachmann,
Germanic Peoples, p. 133.
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and chthonic features of the earliest Gothic kingship may well
be an inheritance of the Goths' Scandinavian cultural back
ground with its sacrificial and bounty-bringing kingship.
This assumption is perhaps strengthened by Vopiscus' refer
ence to the ceremonial hart-drawn wagon of a captive Gothic
king which appeared in emperor Aurelian's triumphal proces
sion.
Amal. sacrality, however, bears a different stamp.

It

has been pointed out that the first members of this Gothic
royal family were regarded as semi-deities

(ansis) after

demonstrating a certain fortune, and that the clan's ancestor
was Gapt.

That is, the A m a l 's claim to kingship rested upon a

supernatural efficacy manifested through victory in battle.
Indeed, early Germanic kings and warlords were very widely
credited with such a transcendent, victory-bringing quality.
As Beumann has put it, battle and victory-"luck" were the

136script.H i s t ,A u g ,, p i v .A u r e l ., xxxiii; e d . D.
Magie.
The Loeb Classical Library (Y vo 1 s . , London:
Heinemann, 1961), II.
Aurelian himself rode up to the
Capitol in this vehicle "ut illi caederet cervos, quos cum
eodem curru captos vovisse Iovi Optimo Maximo ferebatur."
See Grimm, Deutsche Rechtsaltertumer , I, pp. 365-66; de
Vries, A G R , I , p"! T63 ; Wenskus, Stammesbilding und Verfassung,
p. 411.
The hart is closely associated with the fertility
and solar-mythologies of Frey and the Germanic Dioscuri, at
least in the earliest period:
H. Rosenfeld, "Die vandalischen
Alkes, ’Elchreiter,1 der ostgermanische Hirschkult, und die
Dioscuren," GRM, XXVIII (1940), 245-58; de Vries, AGR, II,
pp. 190-91; P. Gelling and Hilda Davidson, The Chariot of
the Sun:
Rites and Symbols of the Northern~Bron2e Age
(New York:
Praeger Publishers, 1969), pp. 123-23; D . W a r d ,
The Divine T w in s: An Indo-European Myth in Germanic Tradi
tion. UCLA Folklore Studies, 19 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1968), p. 43.
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certificates marking a true king's sacrality.137

Jordanes

in fact notes that the early Goths worshipped a martial
diety with prisoner-sacrifice and

v i c t o r y - o f f e r i n g s

.138

It

is also reported that the Ostrogothic king Totila specifically
spoke of his victory-bringing royal "luck" on the eve of a
major

b a t t l e .

139

The Amals' fortuna should be equated with

the virtus of the earlier Tacitean dux as one of the principal
ideological means by which non-royal Germanic warlords
legitimized their newly established kingships. 1 ^

For the

Heerkonig's authority fused the sacrality of ancient tribal

137 Beumann, "Sakrale Legitimierung," 8.
Bosl ob
serves that "virtus signifies not only real ability and vital
power, but also a charisma, a divine Heil with magico-sacral
content" ("Reges ex nobilitate," p. 67j . See further:
Schlesinger, "Herrschaft und Gefolgschaft," pp. 157-58; idem.,
"Heerkonigtum," pp. 132, 138; Hauck, "Geblutsheiligkeit
pp. 227-28; de Vries, "Konigtum," 294.
138jordanes, Getica, xli.
The god in question, how
ever, was more likely Tiw, the ancient sky and war-god, than
Wodan:
de Vries, A G R , II, p. 10; Buchholz, "Perspectives,"
120.
See also King Radagaisus' sacral battle-vow:
Isidore,
Hist. Goth., xiv.
139procopiusf History of the W a r s , vii.25.17 also
vii.24.29; ed. H. B. Dewing. The Loeb Classical Library
(7 vols., London:
Heinemann, 1961), IV; see Dahn, Kon ig e,
I ;2, p p , 233-34; de Vries, A G R , I, p. 394.
Odoaker s sur
prised death-cry, "Where is God?" must also be seen in the
context of early Germanic sacral kingship beliefs, despite
the fact that he and other East Germanic kings were Arian
Christians.
John of Antioch, F r a g .; ed. Mommsen, Her me s,
VI (1872), 332; quoted by Naumann, "Magische Seite," 2-3.
l^^Wolfram, "Fortuna im mittelalterlichen Stammesgeschichten," 12; idem., "Methodische Fragen," pp. 485-88;
Beumann, "IdeengescHichte des Konigtums," 480-88; Hauck,
"Auffassung," pp. 108-10; de Vries, A G R , II, pp. 7-8.
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kingship

(i.e., nobilitas) with the sacral virtus of the

victorious warlord, just as his martial command has been seen
to exhibit rites stemming from both retinue and "popular"
or holy-wars.
Furthermore,

in Scandinavian traditions from which

the Goths had emerged, Gapt

(Gaut) appears as a hypostasis of

the victory-bringing Odin (Wodan), while ansis expressly
refers to the Aesir, Odin's f a m i l y . I n

the days of the

Ostrogothic kingdom, both Cassiodorus and Jordanes repeatedly
herald the ancient dignity of Amal blood, and this cannot
entirely be a matter of court propoganda. ^ 3

Indeed, Hofler's

studies have convincingly shown that the most renowned Amal,
Theodoric, popularly attained a posthumous divine rank and
was widely equated in the Germanic world with Wodan as victorybringer and leader of the Wild Host.-*-^

There is thus ample

ground to contend that the Amals held Wodan as their clan

l ^ S c h l e s i n g e r , "Heerkonigtum," pp. 131-41; Bosl,
"Reges ex nobilitate," pp. 65-68; id e m., "Staat, Gesellschaft,
Wirtschaft," p. 596.
142For Gapt, Gaut as Odin's names, see Helm, W o d a n ,
pp. 45-47; de Vries, AGR, II, pp. 41-42, 91-92; Turvilie-Petre,
Myth and Religion, p p . 61-62; Dumezil, Gods of the Ancient
Northme~n~! pi 33.
On ansis as the Aesir"!
Helm, W o d a n , pp.~
50-54; Polomd, " L 'Etymologie du terme germanique ‘-ansuz 1dieu
s o u v e r a i n Etudes germaniques, VII, (1953), 36-441 de V r i e s ,
A G R , II, pp. 7-10; Kuhn”, "Asen," in R G A , ed. Hoops, I, 457-58.
■^-^Cassiodorus , Variae , iv.39, v i i i .5 ,9, ix .1, x.3;
ed. Mommsen in MGH A A , Vol7 X I I ; Jordanes, Getica, clxxiv,
cxcix, ccxxxiv.
^-^Hofler, Sakralkonigturn, pp. 94-96, 350-52; idem. ,
"Sakralcharakter," pp"! 6 7 7- 8 0 7 See further:
Naumann,
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ancestor, and were perhaps themselves regarded as incarna
tions of this particular god.-*-^
The record of kingship among other major East Germanic
peoples is much the same.

An early kingship with fertility

and sacerdotal features was supplanted by a martial, federate
royal rule which itself often maintained many ritual and
ideological aspects of older tribal kingship.
however,

some significant variations.

There are,

The Vandals during the

pre-Migration age were sub-divided into a number of small
tribes dwelling in the Oder-Elbe region.

Initial settlement

occurred during the first century BC from southern Norway,
Jutland,

and the Danish isles. -*-^6

Indeed, it is likely that

the pre-Migration Vandals were a cult-league with its center
at the sacral grove of the Naharvali.

Their attempts to

expand toward the south during the second and third centuries
AD met bitter Gothic and Roman resistance.

However, upon the

"Dietrich von Bern," cols. 293-95; Hauck, "Gebliitsheiligkeit,"
pp. 223-25; de Vries, "Theodorich der Grosse," 319-30; WallaceHadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 10-11.
■^^^Hofler, "Sakralcharakter," pp. 688-90; idem.,
"Abstammungstraditionen," 25; Hauck, "Geblutsheiligkeit,"
pp. 235-36; Wolfram, "Methodische Fragen," pp. 480-85.
1 Zifi

For early Vandal tribal movements, see:
Schwarz,
Stammeskunde, pp. 64-69; Schiitte, Forefathers, II, pp. 42-54;
Demougeot, F o m a t i o n de 1'Europe, pp. 347-48, 370-73; Owen,
Germanic People, pp. 7T-77.
■^^Tacitus, Germania, xliii.
See Mullenhoff, Dt. A l t .,
IV, pp. 488-90; de Vries, A G R , I, p. 485; Hauck, "Carmina
Antiqua," 20-21; Hofler, "S'emnonenhain," p. 31; Schwarz,
Stammeskunde, p. 67; Hachmann, Germanic Peoples, p.88.
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withdrawal of Roman troops from the Rhine frontier,

the

Vandals at last swept into the West (406).
Multiple rulership is attested among the Vandals at
an early d a t e . ^ ^

For example, the dual kings Raos and

Raptos led a Vandal force against the Romans during the
Marcomannic Wars of the second century AD, while in the late
third century both multiple kings and warlords are reported.^ 9
There appears to have been at this time two royal clans,

the

Hasdingi and Silingi, within the two major Vandal sub-tribes
of the same names.1-*^

The Hasdingi were especially prominent,

no doubt due to their leadership in early Vandal expansion.
By the fourth century, moreover,

this clan had begun to

establish unitary rather than multiple rule among the Va ndals.
Thus, Visimar was sole king of the Hasdingi Vandals dwelling
in Hungary in the early fourth century, and it was the Hasdingi
kings Godigisel and later his son Gunderic who led the Vandals

148y0r Vandal kingship in general, see:
Dahn, Konige,
I, pp. 140-88; C. Courtois, Les Vandales et 1'Afrique (Paris:
Arts et metiers graphiques, 1955) , p p . 16-50; H"! Diesner, Das
Vandal.enreich (Stuttgart:
Kohlhammer, 1966); Wallace-Hadrill,
Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 11-12.
^ ' D i o Cassius, R o m . H i s t ., lxxi.12.1; Dexippus,
F r a g ., c. F7.2; ed. F. Jacoby (Berlin, 1926-1930), cited by
Thompson, Early Germans, p. 39 n. 1 and discussed in Dahn,
Konige , I , p . 141; Mullenhoff, D t . A l t ., IV, p. 199.
Note
also the dual Vandal warlords Ambri and Assi encountered by
the migrating Lombards:
Prig. Gent. Langob., i; ed. Waitz in
MGH SS Rer. Langob. ; Paul the Deacon, Hist. Langob. , vii-viii;
ed. Wa itz, in MGH SS R e r . Langob.
150see Dahn, Konige, I, pp. 183-88; Schiitte, Fore
fathers , II, pp. 46-47; Demougeot, Formation de 1'Europe, pp.
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during the so-called Great Invasion of the Western Provinces
(406-409)

.

After the settlement in Spain, Gunderic des

troyed the Silingi (410) and thereby firmly established the
Hasdingi's hold on the Vandal throne.15^

Furthermore, it

should be observed that the Hasdingi's unitary kingship had
been achieved primarily through martial, retinue-leadership
(Heerkonigtum) .

Geiseric's conquest of North Africa affords

an outstanding example of this royal authority,

although the

initial invasion (429) had more properly been a large-scale
East Germanic tribal migration.155
The religious aspect of Vandal kingship is reflected
in their custom of choosing multiple rulers.

It has already

been observed that dual kings, often from the Hasdingi clan,
were prominent among the Vandals from the second century AD.
Indeed, there are grounds to associate this dual kingship
with the cult of the Naharvali.

Tacitus reported that this

Vandal tribe worshipped a pair of gods called alcis whom he
likened to the Roman Dioscuri, Castor and Pollux.

He then

described the chief priest who presided at the sanctuary of

151jordanes, Getica, cxiii-cxv; Procopius, H i s t .,
iii.3.2,22-26.
D a h n ,~Konige, I, p p , 142-43.
152isidore, H i s t . G o t h ., Ixxiii.
For later references
to Hasdingi pre-eminence, see Cassiodorus, Variae, ix.l;
Jordanes, Getica, cxiii.
Dahn, Konige, I, p ~ . 188.
155pr0copius, H i s t ., iii.3.27-36, iii.4.12-15;
Isidore, H i s t . G o t h ., Ixxiv-lxxvii; Jordanes, Getica, clxviiclxix.
See Dahn, Konige, I, pp. 148-55; E. Gautier, Gensdric,
r oi des Vanda les ( P a n s : Payot, 1932); Wolfram, "Early
Medieval Kingdom," p. 7.
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these twin deities as muliebri ornatu.^54

Mullenhoff suggested

that this phrase meant a priest with feminine hair-style,
and observed that the Hasdingi were named for their long hair
(Goth. *h a zd s, ON. h ad dr , OHG. h a r t , "hair"), as were also
the twin heroes, the Haddingjar and the Hartungen of Norse and
German legend.

The Hasdingi clan’s dual kingship, he concluded,-

is but further evidence that this tribe and its royal line had
been the direct successors of the Naharvali "priest-kings" and
the preservers of their twin cult.^-^
Recent research certainly supports the view that there
has been an integral and dynamic relationship between early
Germanic dioscuric beliefs and dual kingship customs.

For

^■^Tacitus , Germania, xliii.
l^Miillenhoff > D t . A l t . , IV, p p . 490-91, 494, 575, 584,
and following him: ^Schiitte, Forefathers, I, pp. 163, 222, II,
pp. 49-50; Krappe, Etudes de mythologie et de folklore germanique (Paris: Lerouxl 1928), p p . 137-74; Schwarz, Stammeskunde,
pT 57; Derolez, Religion des Germains, p. 119; Hofler, "Sakralcharakter," pp. 674-75; Dumdzil, Saga' of Hadingus, pp. 118-20;
Kuhn, "A l c i ," R G A , ed. Hoops, I, 133.
However, Tacitus'
description could as well refer to a special head-ornament or
emblem, such as the peaked caps worn by Gothic priests (Jor
danes, Getica, Ixxii): Grimm, D t . Re cht., I, pp. 331-36;
Gronbech, Culture of the Teutonic III pT 124; de Vries, A G R , II,
pp. 248-491 Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, p. 219.
It may
also be a matter of a priest adorned in female clothes perhaps
having replaced a tribal priestess (Chadwick, Origin, pp. 212,
318) or representing an androgynous, cosmogonic deity ensuring
prosperity:
Schroder, "Urmythen," 233-36; Philippson, Genealogie der Gotter, p. 9; Hauck, "Carmina Antiqua," 20.
For
the significance of long hair and kingship among the early
Germans, see infra, notes 352-56.
15£>See above all: Ward, Divine T w in s; also:
Rosenfeld,
"Germanischer Zwillingsgottkult und indo-germanischer Himmelsgottglaube, " in Marchen. Hyt ho s. Dichtung. Festschrift F. von
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the Vandals, the term alcis, as well as the names of the dual
kings Raos and Raptos, the warlords Ambri and Assi, and even
"Vandal" itself are all closely connected with significant
beliefs and rites of this dioscuric tradition.157

Early

Vandal kingship may well have been dioscuric in nature, yet
it will be observed that the single outstanding function of
these early kings was nonetheless war-leadership.

After the

Migrations, unitary royal rule had emerged among the Vandals
and any previous dioscuric features are no longer seen.

The

Hasdingi kings' early and thorough conversion to Arianism
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probably contributed to the suppression of that dioscurism so
closely connected with their forebears'

rule.

The Lombards had migrated from southern Sweden to the
lower Elbe region at the close of the first century BC.

1 5 9

der Leyden (Munich:
C. H. Beck, 1963), pp. 269-86; Wagner,
"Doppelkbnigtum"; Dumezil, Saga of Hadingus, pp. 114-21; de
Vries, A G R , II, pp. 244-55; and in general? Hilda Davidson,
Gods and M y t h s , pp. 169-71; Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion,
p p . 213-20; Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung, pi TZT]
Eckhardt, D t . Recht., p p . 48-49.
•^■^Ward, Divine T w in s, pp. 42-45, 52-54, 73-76; de
Vries, A G R , II, pp~! 249, 251-52; Wagner, "Doppelkonigtum," 23940; Kuhn, "Alci," 134.
For further discussion of Germanic
dual kingship and dioscuric beliefs, see infra, notes 175, 251.
^•^^Ante 400 AD; de Vries, A G R , II, pp. 407-08.
But this
traditional view has been challenged:
Thompson, "Christianity
and the Northern Barbarians," Nottingham Mediaeval Studies, I
(1957), 14-15.
■^^On early Lombard migrations, see:
Schwarz, Stammeskunde , pp. 191-198; Schiitte, Forefathers, II, pp. 140-501
Hodgkin, Invaders, V, pp. 80-103j 141-46; P. Villari, The
Barbarian Invasions of Italy, trans. Linda Villari (2 v o l s .;
New York:
Charles Scribner s Sons, 1902), II, pp. 274-85;
300-304.
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Their movements and conflicts during the following century are
quite well recorded by Roman historians.

Velleius,

for example,

praised Tiberius for having subjugated the Lombards,
"fiercer even than German savagery."160

a people

Tacitus noted that

the Lombards had been members of both Maroboduus' and Arminius'
confederations.161

Small in numbers,

most formidable and warlike people. -^2

they were nonetheless a
During the Marcomannic

Wars,

the Lombards, Marcomanni, and Ubii raided Pannonia but
I£ O
were forced to withdraw (166 AD).
Thereafter, the Lombards
disappear from Roman historiography for three hundred years.
It is generally assumed, on the basis of archeological and
linguistic evidence, that they continued to dwell in their
lower Elbe territories until the early fifth

c

e

n

t

u

r

y

.

1^4

Lombard traditions and legendary history recorded in early
medieval chronicles are our major source for this critical
intervening period.

^ ^V elleius Paterculus, Rom. H i s t ., ii.106.
161-Tacitus, Annals,

ii.45.

Dobias, "King Maroboduus,"

163.
^-^Tacitus, Germania, x l . Miillenhoff, D t . A l t . , pp.
463-64.
The first-century Lombards probably belonged to the
Suebic cult-league whose sanctuary lay in the territory of the
Semnones (Tacitus, Germania, xxxix): Strabo, G e o g ., vii.1.3.
See Schwarz, Stammeskunde, pp. 38, 191; Hachmann, Germanic
Peoples, p. 871 de V r ie s, A G R , I, pp. 485-86, II, 32-341
163Peter the Patrician, F r a g ., vi; ed. I. Bekker
(Bonn, 1829), quoted by Hodgkin, Invaders, V, pp. 88-89.
16^Schwarz, Stammeskunde, pp. 193-94; Hodgkin, Invaders,
V, pp. 151-53; Schiitte, Forefathers, II, pp. 142, 145; Demougeot,
Formation de l 1Europe, p~ 324.
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According to Paul the Deacon, the Lombards, at first
called Winnili, were led from Scandinavia by two warlords
(duces) , the brothers Ibor and Aio.

Over-population had

caused this migration, which clearly involved only a part of
the people and was determined by casting lots.

Another

prominent figure in this expedition was the mother of Ibor
and Aio, Gambara, whom Paul describes as an influential
counselor.^65

^he earlier Origo gentis Langobardorum notes

that Gambara and her sons "held the sovereignty over the
Winnili. "'l ;

It is clear, however,

a tribal prophetess.

that Gambara was in fact

When the Winnili confronted the Vandals,

she reportedly appealed to Freyr, who tricked her husband
Wodan into granting victory.

The Winnili were then called

Langobards after the long-haired disguise which they had worn
at the goddess'

counsel. ^ 7

Indeed, an early ninth century

Lombard sourcel-68 identifies Gambara as a sibyl who declared
in a divine visitation that the Winnili should go forth, not
because their lands were over-populated, but rather to gain
salvation.
Upon the death of Ibor and Aio, the Lombards are said
to have become dissatisfied with the rule of mere duces and

l ^ P a u l tHe Deacon, H i s t . Langob. , i.1-3.
^■^^Orig, gent. Langob., i.
l ^ P a u l the Deacon, Hist. Langob., i.7-10.
■^•^^Codex Gothanum,

i; ed. Waitz, in MGH SS Rer. Langob.
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chose a king for themselves "like other nations."

Agelmund,

a member of a particularly distinguished family, thus became
the first Lombard

k

i

n

g

.

He was succeeded by an adopted

son, Lamissio, already renowned for his war-leadership.
Lamissio's successor, Lethu, ruled as sole king for forty
years and founded an hereditary royal line; Lething kings
held the Lombard throne for seven generations.
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The last direct Lething kings consolidated and
strengthened Lombard monarchy by prudent marriage-alliances
and the establishment of friendly relations with the Imperial
court.
and

Indeed,

the Lombards'

initial advance into Pannonia

Noricum under King Audoin (546) was conducted by Imperial

permission.1^1

Yet it should be noted that Alboin's renowned

invasion of Italy (568) involved not only the Lombards, but
also Saxon, Gepids, Slavs, and others.
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After the assassina

tions of Alboin and his successor Cleph, no Lombard king was

Ifr^Qrig. gent. Langob., i i ; Paul the Deacon, H i s t .
Langob., i. 14; Eaictus Rothari, Prologus; ed. F. Bluhme, in
MGH LL Langob., V o l . IVL
See "also: von Amira-Eckhardt, G e r .
Recht., I, pp. 69-70; Grierson, "Election and Inheritance,11 16-17.
■^Opaul the Deacon, H i s t . Langob. , i .15-18 ,21-22;
Edict. Roth., Prol.; Grierson^ '‘Election and Inheritance,"
17-18; Hodgkin, Invaders, V, p. 121.
171-Paul the Deacon, Hist. Langob., i.21-22; Procopius,
Hist., viii.25.8.
For this important Lombard settlement-period,
see:
J. Werner, Die Langobarden in Pannonien. A b h .d .b a y ,A k .d .
Wiss., P h i l .-Hist.R 1 ., NY S . , No. 55A (Berlin,..1962); Schwarz,
Stammeskun d e , pp. 194-95; Zollner, Geschichte Osterreichs,
p p . 37-38.
l ^ P a u l the Deacon, Hist. Langoh., ii.6-9,26.
Hodgkin,
Invaders, V, pp. 156-57.
The conquest proceeded by a similar
federate war-leadership (Paul the Deacon, Hist... Langob., ii.9).
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elected for ten years.

Rather, the conquered territories were

ruled by a loosely knit federation of thirty-six Lombard duces.^ 3
These powerful rulers had established regional dynasties after
the invasion, and constantly challenged the Lombard kings'
attempts to unite all Lombard lands under central royal
authority.

However, upon the threat of foreign invasion

(584), the assembled nobles chose Authaxi, Cleph's son, as
king and ceded much of their own lands to support the restored
m o n a r c h y . A u t h a r i ' s marriage to the niece of the last
Lething king and his careful diplomacy heightened royal
prestige, but it was not until the following century that
Lombard kings made any substantial progress in containing the
powerful local nobility.
One might contend that the brothers Ibor and Aio, who
directed the Winnili-Lombard migration, were dioscuric leaders.
Gambara's influential position and prophetic role is particu
larly significant since the mother of a dioscuric pair was
often regarded as a semi-deity by virtue of a divine visita
tion.

The names Ibor ("wild boar") and Aio ("point") could

^ 3 prig. gent. Langob., vi; Paul the Deacon, H i s t .
Langob., i i .31-327 Hodgkin, Invaders, V, pp. 181-83.
l ^ P a u l the Deacon, Hist. Langob., iii. 16.
Grierson,
"Election and Inheritance," 19; L."M. Hartmann, "The Early
Mediaeval State:
Byzantium, Italy and the West," Historical
Association. Publications, No. G.14 (London, 1949 J~, 12-13.
Gothic history also records a forty-year "interregnum," after
which Amal kings again ruled (Jordanes, Getica, ccxlix-ccliii):
Wenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung, p7 70.
For brief
but able discussions of later Lombard kingship, see:
Hartmann,
"Italy under the Lombards," in The Cambridge Medieval History,
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well be epithetic honor-titles relating to the sharp boars'
tusks used as sacral symbols in Germanic dioscuric cults.
It has also been suggested that those land-taking expeditions
conducted by Germanic dual warlords became an established
socio-political tradition supported by an active corpus of
dioscuric beliefs.

The dual leaders of such campaigns may

normally have posed as incarnations of the Divine Twins.176
Indeed, the tale of Gambarars divine intercession on
behalf of the Winnili has long been recognized as a significant
key to the pre-Christian religious traditions of the Lombards.
In the first instance,

the passage has generally been taken

to signify a change in tribal cult, v i z ., the adoption of
Wodan-worship.

Such central features as the long-hair

disguise, and the bestowal of a new name along with victory,

ed. Bury (8 vols.; New York:
Macmillan C o ., 1911-1936), II,
pp. 196-200, 207-11; F. Lot, The End of the Ancient World and
the Beginnings- of the Middle A g e s , trans. Philip a n d M a r i e t t e
Leon (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1931), pp. 235-96.
l ^ W a r d , Divine T wi n s, pp. 5, 50-52, 81; de Vries, A G R ,
II, pp. 246-47, 252-53; Hilda Davidson, Gods and M y t h s , pp.
169-70; Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, p p . 97-99.
Yet the boar was a sacral cult-animal of the fertility deities
Frey and Freyr; see Grimm, TM, I, pp. 212-15; de Vries, A G R ,
I, p. 367, II, 190-91.
Note also the sacrifical (?) boar
(sonorpair) of the Lombard laws:
E di ct . R o t h ., cccli.
176warci, Divine Twins, pp. 58-60; Wagner,
konigtum," 231-321 de Vries, A G R , II, p. 252.

"Doppel-

L77Helm, W o d a n , Dp. 20-26; de Vries, A G R , II, p. 37;
Turville-Petre, MythTand Religion, pp. 72-73; B'uchholz,
"Perspectives," 128.
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strongly support this Wodanistic interpretation.

Also, the

Winnili may have been a tribal splinter-group which, in the
course of a forced migration from the community, had vowed
itself to Wodan.

The ancient Roman ver sacrum would afford

the closest parallel to this practice.^ 8
However,

the critical question of the Winnili's prior

worship has been much debated.

Dioscuric proponents contend

that Gambara's appeal was ultimately directed to the Germanic
sky-god as father of the divine brothers; hence Tiwaz had
been the tribal god of the Winnili.

Another interpretation,

based on Freyr's pivotal role in the text, has also been of
fered.

According to this view, Gambara was a tribal priestess

in the service of the bounty-bringing divine family known in
the North as the Vanir.

The disputed passage would thus

signify the Winnili's change in worship from predominately
fertility deities to the martial Aesir, Wodan's family.180

l ^ d e Vries, "Konigtum," 297; idem. , A G R , I, pp. 24950; but cf. Helm, "Ver Sacrum bei den GermanehY17 F B B , LXIX
(1947), 285-300.
For Italic examples, see:
W. Eise'nhut,
"Ver sacrum," RE, e d s. Pauly-Wissowa-Kroll, 2nd ser., VIII
A; 1, cols. 9117713.
^-^Wagner, "Doppelkonigtum," 232; Ward, Divine T w i n s ,
p. 50.
Helm (W o d a n , p. 24) and Betz ("Alt. R e l .,11 c o l . 1571)
also regard Tiwaz as the chief Winnili god, but do not press
the dioscuric argument.
18°Philippson( Genealogie der Gotter, pp, 16-17; Hauck,
"Lebensnormen und Kultmythen,"209; Schwarz, Stammeskunde,
p. 192.
The name Gambara may be a title denoting "staftbearer" in reference to the long-staff or wand of Germanic
priestesses and seers:
E. Schroder, "Walburg, die Sybille,"
ARW, XIX (1919), 199-200; Schiitte, Forefathers, I , p p . 237-38;
Helm, W o d a n , p. 22 n. 49.
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This interpretation not only has somewhat better textual sup
port, but also" represents an important parallel to the sup
planting of ancient tribal kingship by an essentially
Wodanistic Heerkonigtum.
Paul the Deacon's account of King Agelmund and
Lamissio^-®^ furnishes added support for the bounty-bringing
nature of early Lombard rulership.

The tale has it that a

certain prostitute gave birth to sev°n boys and then threw
them all into a fish-pond to drown.

When Agelmund stopped to

observe this curious scene, the infant Lamissio reached forth
and grasped the royal spear.

The king pronounced that Lamissio

would be a great man and ordered him to be reared with all
possible care.
Karl Hauck has made a brilliant analysis of this passage
based on a wealth of religious-historical and linguistic evi
dence. 182

caiied attention,

for exanrole, to studies by R.

Much which had connected the statement that Lamissio's mother
was a prostitute who gave multiple birth with synonymous
usages of Germanic terms for "whore" and "bitch," and with
the accompanying notion

of a newborn litter of

p

u

p

s

.

183

181paul the Deacon, Hist. Langob., i.15.
182nauck, "Lebensnormen und Kultmythen," 206-211.
"Der Osten in der deutschen Heldensage,"
1 4 5 - 7 6 ;
idem. , "Widsith," ZDA, LXII ( 1 9 2 5 ) ,
T I T - 5 0 .
Hauck notes a religious-historical parallel in the
double meaning of the Latin lupa ("she-wolf," "whore"):
"Lebensnormen und Kultmythen,' 2 0 7 .
ZDA, LVII

( 1 9 2 0 ) ,
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Indeed, philologists have interpreted the name Lamissio as
"barker," and have observed that the Lombards appear in
Anglo-Saxon saga-tradition as the Hundingas, i.e.,"hounddescendants."184

Hauck noted that the fertility goddess

Freyr was precisely equated with this animal and could well
represent the unnamed mother of Lamissio in the Lombard
1 QC

tale.

J

He concluded that this account constitutes part of

the Winnili's original "Vanic" genealogy

(origo) , in which

Freyr figures as principal deity and was represented by the
tribal leaders.
There is some additional support for this interpreta
tion.

Thus Paul relates that the early Lombards, having

encountered a hostile people in the course of their migration,
let it be known that they had in their own camp dog-headed
men, fierce warriors who eagerly drank human blood.

It would

not be overly fanciful to suggest that this strange account
refers in fact to canine face-masks used in Lombard

Malone, "Agelmund und Lamicho," American Journal
of Philology, XLVII (1926), 319-46, rpt. in Studies ~in Heroic"
Legend and in Common Speech, e d s . S. Einarsson and N. Eliason
(Copenhagen:
kosenkilde & Bagger, 1959), pp. 86-107; Rosenfeld, "Langobardisch lama, 'piscina,'" Neuphilologische M i t telungen, LII (1951),“103-17 esp. 108f.
For the Lombards as
Hundingas, see Widsith, 11.23,81, ed. with notes by R. W.
Chambers (Cambridge: University Press, 1912).
^■SSHauck, "Lebensnormen und Kultmythen," 207-209.
See further:
de Vries, A G R , II, pp. 312-13; Turville-Petre,
Myth and Religion, p. 17(T
The tale of Agelmund and Lamissio
corresponds to the Sceaf fertility-cycle of savior kings; see
indeed the Sceafa Longbeardum of Widsith 1.32, ed. Chambers,
and ibid., p p . 121-23?
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cult-impersonations of their tribal d e i t y . M o r e o v e r ,

it

appears that this particular religious tradition was long
maintained by Lombard noble families.

Hofler, for example,

has convincingly related the prominent hound symbols of the
Scaligeri dynasty in late medieval Verona with Lombard
tradition.
While early Lombard rulership thus exhibits a certain
bounty-bringing, Vanic complexion, Wodanistic elements are
more prominently associated with later Lombard kingship.

In

this regard, it may be noted that King Alboin, who replaced
the Lething line, reportedly belonged to the family of
Gausus.

Again, one will be put in mind of Wodan's hypostasis

as Gapt/Gaut in early Germanic royal genealogies.1®®

More

over, Hauck has properly called attention to the Wodanistic
iconography of sixth-century Lombard royal standards.^-®9

a

significant passage from the Life of St. Barbatus should also
be mentioned in this connection.

It seems that King Grimwald's

^-®^Paul the Deacon, H i s t . Langob., i.ll; Edict. Roth .,
xxxi.
See K. Meuli, "Maske, Maskereien," H W D A , e d . BachtoIdSt^ubli, V, cols. 1757-59; Hauck, "Lebensnormen und Kultmythen," 208.
^^Hofler, "Cangrande von Verona und das Hundsymbol
der Langobarden," in Brauch und Sinnbild. Festschrift E .
Fehrle, e d s . F. Herrmann and W. Treutlein (Karlsruhe: Kommissionsverlag Siidwestdeutsche Druck-und Verlagsgesellschaft,
1940), pp. 101-37.
^•®®Edict. R o t h . , Prol; see de Vries, A G R , II, pp. 38,
41; Hofler, "Abstammungstraditionen," 25.
Grimm also saw
Agelmund's family-name, Gungingi (Paul, Hist. Langob. i.14) as
a Wodanistic title derived from this god's sacral spear,
Gungnir:
Grimm, TM, IV, pp. 1332-33.
^•®^Hauck, "Herrschaftszeichen," pp. 26-30.
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son, Romwald, duke of Benevento, and his men though nominally
Christians yet worshipped a golden snake-idol and also a cer
tain sacral tree just outside the city walls.

Barbatus was

able to destroy this tree during the crisis of Imperial inva
sion (663), but the Lombards continued to worship the snakeimage in the inner recesses of the palace.

Still undaunted,

Barbatus induced Romwald1s devout wife to steal the cultobject, which was promptly melted down and recast into a
chalice. -^0

As Wodan's snake-forms and names

are

well

known in North Germanic religious tradition, ^91 the account
could well point to the Lombard ruling families' continuing
attachment to this particular god a century after the initial
march into Italy.
The record of Burgundian kingship provides a signifi
cant variation to the general pattern of East Germanic king
ship already described.

The Burdundians appear to have m i 

grated from southern Norway to the Oder-Vistula region via
the Baltic island Bornholm (Borgundarholm) during the first
century BC.

Pliny referred to the Burgundians in Pomerania

and associated them with the Vandals, while Jordanes mentioned
their activities along the lower Vistula ante 250 A D . ^ ^

^ ^ Vita S. Barbati, ed. Waitz, in MGH SS Rer. Langob.,
and see Paul the Deacon, ETist. Langob., v . 7-9.
i^Grimm, TM, II, pp. 684-88; de Vries, AGR, II, pp.
15, 64, 70; Hofler, "Sakralcharakter," p. 670 n. 8.
l^P li ny , Nat. H i s t . , iv.99; Jordanes, Getica, x c v i i .
For early Burgundian migrations and tribal structure, see:
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By the third century,

the Burgundians had advanced southwest

to the Main valley where they came into bitter conflict with
the West Germanic Alamanni as well as Roman troops defending
the Rhine frontier.

Multiple kingship is very prominent among

the Burgundians from the fourth century.

Valentinian,

for

example, reportedly enlisted a number of Burgundian reges for
a punitive campaign against the Alamanni in 369

A D .

^3

More

over, a certain Burgundian regalis also appears in an important
funerary inscription from Trier.-^4

The available evidence thus

points to an order of independent Burgundian district-kings
(Gaukonige) and perhaps sub-kings of tribal units, such as is
known to have existed at this time among the neighboring
Alamanni and Quadi.

19 5

Following the great Germanic invasion of 406, the
Burgundians established themselves on the left bank of the
Rhine, most notably at Worms,

Speyer, and Coblenz.

One of

Schwarz, St amine skunde, pp. 74-79; Schiitte, Forefathers, II,
pp. 39-411 O w e n . Germanic People, pp. 79-801 Demougeot, Forma
tion de l'Europe, pp. 336-58, 476-7*9; R. Guichard, Essai sur
I'histoire du peuple burgonde (Paris:
Picard, 1965) , p p . 173-90.
193Ammianus Marcellinus, History, xxviii.5.10,13; ed.
J. Rolfe.
The Loeb Classical Library (3 vols.; London;
Heinemann, 1963).
i ^ H . Des sau, e d . , Inscriptiones Latinae selectae, 2813
(2nd ed. , 5 vols.; Berlin:
Weidmannsche Bucfihandlung, T9”541962), I, p. 555:
"Hariulfus protector domestigus filius
Hanhavaldi regalis gentis Burgondionum, qui vicxit annos xx et
menses nove et dies n o v e . Reudilo avunculus ipsius fecit."
l ^ A m m i a n u s , H i s t . , xviii.2.13; Script, hist. A u g .,
Probus. xiv; see Thompson, Early Germans, p. 501
This early
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their kings, Gundahar, aided local Roman garrisons in raising
the usurper Jovinus to the purple at Mainz

(412) , and in the

following year the Burgundians were formally installed as
Imperial federates

(foederati) ,

Yet this first Burgundian

kingdom enjoyed only a brief existence,

for King Gundahar

and most members of his royal family fell in battle against
the

Huns

(436) .-^7

Survivors were resettled as federates

near Geneva (443) and proved to be most valuable allies in
Rome's struggles with the Alamanni and Huns.

Moreover,

multiple kingship had quickly re-emerged in this second Bur
gundian realm along the Rhone.

Thus the brothers Gundioc and

Chilperic were joint rulers in the mid-fourth century; on the
latter's death (c. 480), Gundioc's four sons also ruled
together at several different towns.

Similarly,

in 516 the

brothers Godomar and Sigismund succeeded their father Gundobad
as joint-kings of the

B u r g u n d i a n s .

8

Indeed, a unitary royal

Burgundian kingship may not have anteceded the fourth century:
Demougeot, Formation de 1'Europe, p. 479; Schwarz, Stammesk u n de , p. 767
l ^ O l y m p i o d o r u s , F r a g ., xvii; ed. L. Dindorf (Leipzig,
1870-1871), cited by Schutte, Forefathers, II, p. 40.
This
granting of federate status perhaps resulted from Gundahar's
support:
E. A. Freeman, Western Europe in the Fifth Century
(London: Macmillan, 19047"^ ppT 172-76.
197proSper Aquitane, Chronicon, an. 413, 435; ed.
Mommsen, in MGH A A , Vol. IX.
198Marius Aventicensis, Chronicon, an. 500-524; ed.
Mommsen, in MGH A A , Vo. XI.
These Burgundian kings often held
the Roman office of magister militum, while at the same time
claiming descent from the earliest so-called Gibiching line:
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authority only emerged among the Burgundians in the second
quarter of the sixth century.
These early Burgundian rulers, however, were not only
concerned with war-leadership.

The fourth-century historian

Ammianus Marcellinus provides a remarkable account of their
religious responsibilities:
In their country a king is called by the
general name Hendinos and,- according to an
ancient custom"! l a y s d o w n his power and is
deposed, if under him the fortune of war has
wavered, or the earth has denied sufficient
crops; just as the Egyptians commonly
blame their rulers for such occurrences.
On the other hand, the chief priest among
the Burgundians is called Sinistus, holds
his power for life, and is exposed to no
such dangers as threaten the kings.^99
The fact that the Burgundian king could be removed as a result
of crop failure as well as military defeat shows clearly that
the Hendinos was rather more than a straightforward war-band
leader.

His bounty-bringing responsibilities are strikingly

reminiscent of ancient Scandinavian tribal kingship.

Indeed,

Burgundian royal deposition could well represent a modified

Lex Gundobada, iii; ed. L. deSalis, in MGH LL, Vol. I;2. Note
also the tradition of Burgundian j oint-kingsKip in the
Nibelungenlied. For all these points, see Guichard, Essai,
p p . 268-82 pas si m.
Ammianus, H i s t ., xxviii.5.14:
Apud hos generali
nomine rex appellatur Hendinos, et ritu veteri potestate
deposita removetur, si sub eo fortuna titubaverit belli, vel
segentum copiam negaverit terra, ut solent Aegyptii casus
eius modi suis assignare rectoribus. Nam sacerdos apud
Burgundios omnium maximus vocatur Sinistus, et est perpetuus,
obnoxius discriminibus nullis, ut r eges."
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form of North Germanic king-sacrifice.200

Moreover, con

stitutional historians have seen in the chief-priest
(Sinistus) , who reportedly held lifetime tenure, an ancient
rex sacrorumand thus the remnant of an older Burgundian
tribal kingship with predominately sacrificial duties.

The

Hendinos, it is argued, was a more recent Heerkonig who had
achieved a leading position.

?m

Ammianus does clearly state

that only the Hendinos is king, but also points to his trancendent authority.

This account tends to confirm the view

that early Germanic Heerkonigtum had blended the bountybringing attributes of ancient tribal kingship with the
martial, victory-bringing sacrality of war-band leadership.

9n 9
u

Hauck has further clarified the sacral aspects of
Burgundian kingship to which Ammianus tersely alluded.

In

the first instance, he acutely observes that the passage
directly follows a description of the Burgundian kings' u n 
successful Alamannic campaign in Roman service.
tinian withdrew his promised support,

When Valen-

the kings killed all

their prisoners and returned to their lands.

This disastrous

^ ^ F r a z e r , Golden Bough, I;l, pp. 366-67; de Vries,
A G R , I, p. 394; Gronbech, Culture of the Teutons, I, p. 134;
Schwarz, Stammeskunde, p. T T .
201pjenskus, Stammesbildung und Verfassung, pp. 57 6-82;
Wolfram, "Methodische Fragen," p. 476; idemT^ ""Early Medieval
Kingdom," p. 5 n. 17; Price, "Die Nibelungen als kriegerische
Weihebund," Vierteliahrschrift fur Sozial-und Wirtschaftsgeschlchte, EX1 (1'974) ," Y M - 1 0 .-----------------------202^o ifranii "Fortuna in mittelalterlichen Stammesgeschichten," 13; Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, p. 15.
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expedition, Hauck contends, had demonstrated the loss of
"royal luck" and would have led to deposition as Ammianus
notes.

The mass execution was thus a ritual prisoner-

sacrifice designed to revitalise the kings' efficacious
personal link with d i v i n i t y . I n

addition, Hauck demon

strated that the nomen generale Hendinos was not merely a
political designation for a Burgundian district-king.

The

term may be defined as "tribal father," "first-born of the
family"

(Gmc. *k i n d i , Goth, kindins) , and thus points to a

Burgundian royal genealogy with Hendinos as divine or semi
divine ancestor.

At the same time, Hendinos could have been

a sacral honor-title borne by all Burgundian kings and
comparable to ansis, or Y n gv i.^04

It might finally be ob

served that certain thaumaturgic powers were indeed ascribed
to the Burgundian king Sigismund and also Guntram,

the

Frankish king who incorporated Burgundy into his realm.
Both were Christian kings, and the former even achieved

^^Hauck, "Auf fas sung," pp. 108-10; Wolfram,
"Methodische Fragen," pp. 47 7-78.
204-Hauck, "Auffassung," pp. 111-12; de Vries, "Konigtum," 300-01.
See also:
Grimm, Deutsche Rechtsaltertumer,
I, p. 319; Miillenhoff, Dt. Alt., IV1, pp. 189-90; X! Pokorny,
Indogermanische etymologische Worterbuch (2 vols,; Bern:
Franke Verlag, 1959-1969), T] p p . 563-64.
Hauck also suggests
that the chief-priest (Sinistus, "the eldest") cultically
represented a primal deity of the tribe:
"Carmina Antiqua,"
21.
I cannot agree with McTurk's opinion that the Hendinos
was a minor priest:
"Sacral Kingship in Ancient Scandinavia,"
159 n. 84.
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sainthood, yet their healing abilities are most likely to
be associated with early Burgundian sacral kingship beliefs.^05
East Germanic kingship,

therefore, was a multi

faceted institution clearly attested both before and during
the initial stages of the Migrations.

Multiple kingship,

often expressed by martial,

federate command (Heerkonigtum) ,

is particularly prominent.

Yet as also seen in the careers

of Ariovistus and Maroboduus, a unitary royal authority did
tend to emerge following conquest and settlement.

The

religious aspect of East Germanic kingship is equally complex.
On the one hand, dual rulership, especially among the early
Vandals and Lombards, was possibly associated with Germanic
dioscuric traditions.

More importantly,

there is considerable

evidence that during the Migrations an emerging East Germanic
Heerkonigtum had effectively supplanted tribal kingship, and
had thereby blended both Uodanistic and bounty-bringing
sacrality in a new royal authority.

Indeed, alongside the

predominately Wodanistic complexion of later Gothic and
Lombard Heerkonigtum, the imprint of this chthonic tribal
kingship can still be detected.

Such ancient royal traditions

seem to have been carried by the Hasdingi Vandal clan and
were perhaps preserved as a separate institution among the
Burgundians.

205Bloch, Rois thaumaturges, pp. 18-21; Folz, "Zur
Frage der heiligen Ronige,
320-26; but cf. Wallace-Hadrill,
Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 51-53.

17.2
The Early Middle Ages

(c. 500-800 AD)

At the close of the Migration age, only two East
Germanic peoples, the Lombards and Visigoths,

still main

tained independent realms in Western Europe.

Kingdom-

founding during the early middle ages was primarily to be
the work of indigenous West Germanic tribes rather than
large-scale migrating gentes.

It has been seen that endemic

inter-tribal warfare and bitter factional disputes led to
the early abandonment of West Germanic tribal kingship.

None

theless, certain individual leaders of royal and non-roval
birth did attempt to forge new realms through retinue command
of federate campaigns.

The efforts of Ariovistus, Maroboduus,

and Civilis to establish such enduring, hereditary kingdoms
were for the most part unsuccessful.

During the first and

second centuries AD, Rome in fact consolidated its military
position along the Rhine and effectively halted further Ger
manic expansion into the Western Provinces.

Yet at the same
*

■,

time, momentous changes were taking place in the tribal struc
ture of the Rhine-Elbe region.

For by the time of Ammianus

Marcellinus, nearly all the West Germanic tribes which Tacitus
described had somewhat mysteriously disappeared.

In their

place stood leagues with a variety of new names - Alamanni,
Saxons, Franks.

These emergent West Germanic tribal struc

tures were most likely regional regroupings of smaller preMigration tribes that now arose in opposition to Roman
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military presence along the

R h i n e .

206

xt is to these early

medieval Germanic peoples and their statecraft that our at
tention must now be directed.
The Alamannic league took shape c. 200 AD in the
Main-Saale region when various dispersed tribes and splinterg roups, perhaps around a Suebic core, united on a series of
p l u n d e r - c a m p a i g n s .

207

This heterogeneous band progressed

slowly southward to the Imperial frontier by a series of
prolonged raids.
centuries,

Indeed,

throughout the third and fourth

individual Alamannic war-bands threw themselves

upon the Roman limes and ranged as far afield as Clermont,
Milan, and

R a v e n n a .

208

^ s seen in the case of Arminius'

operations, each component group within the Alamannic league
retained its own array of kings and leading men.

During the

third century, Alamannic district-kings also conducted in
dependent raids into distant lands against Romans and Celts

^O^Schwarz, Stammeskunde, pp. 198-200, 216-21;
Planitz-Eckhardt, D t . R ec ht ., p7 44; Musset, Les invasions,
pp. 52-54; Bury, Invasions, pp. 9-11; Thomoson^ Early Germans,
pp. 150-52; Kossack’, "Germans," pp. 317-20; Demougeot,
Formation de 1'Europe, pp. 340-43, 550-52.
207]^ Janichen, "Alemannen," R G A , ed. Hoops, I, 138;
Schwarz, Stammeskunde, pp. 169-71; Mildenberger, Kulturgeschichte, p p . 85-87.
The name Alamanni ("All-men,'' 'rMenunited") indicates their mixed nature and also a certain
cohesive ethic (Janichen, "Alemannen," 138).
See Agathias,
The Histories, i.6.3; trans. J. Frendo (Berlin: W. De
Gruyter, 1975).
20®Dio Cassius, Rom. H i s t ., lxxviii.13-15; Script.
H is t. Aug.. , Div. A ur el ., xviii, xxi; Zosimus, Historia N o v a ,
i.49,iii.1; trans. X! Buchanan and H. Davis (San Antonio:
Trinity University Press, 1967); Ammianus, H i s t ., xiv.10.1,
xv.4.1 ,x v i , 2 , 1 2 .
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a l i k e .
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These largely autonomous Alamannic kings, how

ever, might combine forces on extended campaigns or when a
particular district was threatened with invasion.
occasions,

dual kings

On such

(often brothers) seem normally to have

assumed command as joint warlords even though numerous other
kings and leading men accompanied them into battle.

Thus,

the general Alamannic disturbance which brought Julian to
the Rhine (357) was reportedly led by the kings Chonodomarius
and his nephew Serapio, and also included five "kings nearest
in power"

(potestate proximi reges) , ten "princes"

and numerous nobles

210
(optimates) .

(regales) ,

When Julian launched a

renewed attack in the following year, the affected Alamanni
united before Mayence to prevent a Roman passage of the Rhine.
Macrianus

and

Hariobaudes, "kings and own brothers," were

prominent among the total of six Alamannic kings who sub
mitted during this campaign. 2H

209por the third century Alamannic kings, see: Script.
H i s t . A u g ., Probus, xiv; Gregory of Tours, Hist. Franc., 1.32;
e d s . B. Krusch and W. Levison, MGH SSRM, VoX~. I; 1~
210Ammianus, H i s t ., x v i .12.23-26.
At the subsequent
battle of Strasburg, King Chonodomarius was accompanied by
a two hundred-man retinue, all of whom surrendered with their
lord (ibid., xvi.12.60).
211-Ammianus, H i s t . , xviii.2 pa ss im . Mote that on the
eve of battle, one king held a feast for all the Alamannic
reges, regales, and reguli in the area (ibid., xviii.2.13).
Macrianus attained a certain prestige through war-leadership
in the time of Valentinian (ibid., x x i x .4.2,xxx.3.3-7).
Alamannic dual leadership may perhaps be connected with
similar pre-Migration practices; the warlords do not seem to
have possessed any enduring or preeminent authority in peace
time:
Thompson, Early Germans, pp. 14, 40.
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Even after their establishment in the Neckar region
(modern Alsace) during the early fifth century, the Alamanni
do not seem to have had a unitary royal authority.

Alamannic

war-bands were still ranging into northern Italy and Noricum
toward the close of this century, while a more concentrated
thrust also proceeded down the Rhine into Hesse and the lands
of the so-called Ripuarian F r a n k s . I n d e e d ,

the unnamed

king who fell in the battle of Tolbiac (c. 496) was not
necessarily sole king of the Alamanni.

Only the northwest

Alamannic districts immediately fell under Frankish control;
other groups received Theodoric's protection and settled in
Ostrogothic R a e t i a . ^ ^

The persistent strength of Alamannic

multiple kingship is further attested by the region's sub
sequent political position and judicial organization within
the Frankish realm.

For even after the Alamannic incorpora

tion, a host of nearly independent district officials

(e.g.,

the h un no , Lat. centenarius) , apparently the "mediatised"
successors of Alamannic local kings, stood beside their
Frankish duke as central figures of regional administration.214

Zl^Gregory of Tours, H i s t . Franc., ii.19,37; Sidonius
Apollinaris, Poems and Letters, Carm., v. 373-75,v i i .373-75;
ed. W. B. Anderson. The Loeb Classical Library (2 vols.;
London:
Heinemann, 1963), I.
913

Gregory of Tours, Hist. Franc., ii.30; Cassiodorus,
Variae, ii.41.
See Freeman, Fifth Century, pp. 295-302;
Musset, Les invasions, p. 113.
214-Dannenbauer, "Adel, Burg, und Herrschaft," pp.
112-13; Mitteis, Per Staat, p. 9; Planitz-Eckhardt, D t . R ec ht .,
p. 49; von Amira-Eckhardt, G e r . Recht., pp. 7, 9. Note also
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t

Alamannic multiple kingship also represents a sig
nificant example of West Germanic Heerkonigtum.

The evi

dence suggests that an Alamannic warlord gathered a number
of retinues on a proposed plunder-campaign.
had been conquered,

Once the area

this motley force settled down as a new

people and the retinue-leader emerged as district-king of a
small but enduring realm.^15

This process no doubt repeated

itself all along the frontier and resulted in a series of
independent district kingdoms which were reinforced by con
tinual raids.

In this respect, it may be said that early

medieval Alamannic kings succeeded where previous Heerkbnige
had failed.
Indeed, our principal evidence for the religious
dimension of Alamannic kingship relates to the function of
royal war-band leadership.

The essentially Wodanistic

sacrality of early Germanic retinue leadership and its ex
tension, Heerkonigtum, has already been observed.

While

this particular religious association of the Germanic retinue
was not doubt most intense during periods of warfare and con
quests,

there is no reason to believe that it was confined

to the Migration Age.

For example,

in 365, the Roman

general Jovinus surprised an Alamannic war-band whose members

that the Alamannic force which took part in the Frankish inva
sion of Italy (553) was led by two brothers who were district
rulers:Agathias, Hist., i .6 .2,i i .1.1-5.
Hodgkin, Invaders,
V, pp. 15-16.
^^^Schlesinger, "Herrschaft und Gefolgschaft," p. 154;
idem., "Heerkonigtum," p. 124; Dannenbauer, "Adel, Burg, und
Herrschaft," pp. 128-30.
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were dyeing their hair red along the Moselle.216
has already been encountered in Civilis'
likely a Wodanistic cult-feature.

This rite

enterprise and was

Alamannic war-bands under

royal command also performed certain sacrifices which,
although not explicitly described, were probably of a martial, Wodanistic nature.

717

Indeed, Alamannic Wodan-worship

is specifically attested in the Life of St. Columban.

When

Columban was one day surveying the countryside around his
newly-founded monastery at Bregenz on the Rhine (c. 610),
he happened upon a group of people gathered around a large
beer-cask.

Upon asking them the purpose of this ceremony,

they replied that they were making an offering to Wodan,
their god.218

it is also worth mentioning that Wodan's name

appears in the famous runic inscription of the Nordendorf
helmet

(Alamannic, sixth century ?), while many Alamannic

disc-brooches have a distinctly Wodanistic
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However, Wodan was not the only god worshipped by
the Alamanni during the early middle a g e s .

One might recall

91 fi

aAmmianus, H i s t ., xxvii.2.2.

^■^Gregory of Tours, His t. F r an c ., i.34; Ammianus,
Hi st ., xiv.10.9.
There were Alamannic seers in the army
which invaded Italy (Agathias, H i s t ., ii.6.7-9).
Yet there
is no evidence that Alamannic dual- command had any specifi
cally religious foundation.
218jonas Bobbiensis, Vita S. Columbani, i.27; ed.
Krusch, MGH 5SRM, Vol. IV.
See de Vries, AGR," II, p. 36;
but cf. Helm, W o d a n , pp. 31-32.
Agathias briefly discusses
sixth-century Alamannic religious practices (His t., i.7.1).
219Krause, Ru nen, pp.
DPA, ed. Stammler, III/ cols.
pp7 310-11, II, 36-37.

89-90; H. Arntz, "Runenkunde,"
1866-67; de Vries, AGR, I,
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that St. Gall, one of Columban's companions at Bregenz, had
destroyed a nearby temple that in fact housed three different
idols. 2-2-0

Indeed,

there is a significant body of evidence

which suggest that the Alamanni had been particularly devoted
to Tiwaz

(Tiu/Ziu), an ancient sky and war-god who had ap

parently been- relegated to the legal sphere after the Migra
tions.-^

The special rites and oaths by which fourth-century

Alamannic kings confirmed their treaties with Rome are perhaps
222

to be associated with this deity.

The fact that both martial

and protective rites are connected with the activities of
Alamannic kings suggests that Alamannic Heerkonigtum, like
the pre-Migration and East Germanic examples, had indeed
combined two forms of sacrality belonging to the originally
distinct spheres of tribal king and warlord.

But since

220Vita S. G alli, vi; ed. Krusch, MGH SSRM, Vol. IV.
Pirmin (d. 753), founder of Reichenau, met considerable opposi
tion in his mission to the Alamanni; see his interesting col
lection of condemned r it es , De singulis libris canonicis
Scarapsus /Dicti Pirminify. in Patr. L a t ., e d . Mi gne, V o l .
LXXXIX, e s p . c o l s . 1040-72.
Lais tner, Thought and Letters,
pp. 179—80; R. E. Sullivan, "The Carolingian Missionary and
the Pagan,” Speculum, XXVIII (1953), 715-16.
Alamannic con
version was not complete until the ninth century:
A. Hauck,
Kirchengeschichte Deutschlands (9th e d . , 5 vols.; Berlin:
Akademie Ver la g, 1958) , 1^ p p . 329-46; V/. Levison, England
and the Continent in the Eighth Century (Oxford:
Clarendon
Press, 1948), p p . 78-79.
221ihe Alamanni are designated Cyuwari ("Ziu-worshippers")
in a ninth-century gloss; Augsburg, their chief stronghold,
was also called Ciesburg in the fifth century and may have
been a cult-center of this god:
Rosenfeld, "Alamannischer
Ziu-Kult und SS. Ulrich-und Afra-Verehrung in Augsburg,"
Archiv fur Kulturgeschichte, XXXVII (1955), 306-55; Betz,
"Alt. Rel .7^ col. 1580; de Vries, AGR, II, p. 17.
222Ammianus, Hist., xiv.10.16, x v i i .1.13,10.7, xxx.3.5.
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evidence concerning the religious role of Alamannic kings in
peacetime is lacking, any conclusive statement on the nature
of Alamannic royal sacrality would be overly hazardous.
Shortly before the Alamanni emerged as a distinct
people along the Main,

the Saxon league had arisen in the

Ems-Elbe region of the North Sea coast.

Again,

the Saxons

seem to represent a local re-grouping of several West Ger
manic tribes, in this case primarily members of the Ingvaonic
cult-league among whom the Chauci were especially prominent.^23
What the Alamanni had accomplished by land,
by sea.

the Saxons did

In fact, Saxon sea-raiders were the terrors of

Western Europe for three centuries.

Their maritime attacks

became so intense and destructive that a special network of
Roman fortresses had to be erected to defend the coastal and
inland waterways of the Western Provinces.

Yet Saxon

^ ^ " S a x o n e s ," are said to inhabit the lower Cimbrian
peninsula early in the first century AD (Ptolemy, Geographia,
ii.2.7, cited by Schutte, Forefathers, II, p. 248), where
Tacitus later locates the Chauci, "the noblest of the Ger
manic tribes," which had already incorporated several of
their neighbors (Germania, xxxv-xxxvi; idem., Annals, xiii.55).
An important victory in the Chauci's land c.175 AD was
remembered in Saxon tradition (Widukind, Res g e s t . S a x ., i,3;
ed. Waitz, MGH SS, Vol. Ill); one can suppose the Chauci were
thereafter absorbed by their smaller opponents yet probably
remained the dominant people in the emerging Saxon league
(Script. Hist. A u g ., Did. J u l ., i.7-8).
For this difficult
Saxon question, see in general:
Schwarz, Stammeskunde, pp.
119-20; 130-32; Demougeot, Formation d e l 1Europe, pp. 326-28,
469-72; Schutte, Forefathers^ II, pp. 248-501 BT Rappaport,
"Saxones," RE, edsT Pauly-Wissowa-Kroll, 2nd ser., II;1,
cols. 309-27"
224gutropius, Breviarium, ix.21; ed. F. Galli
(Florence:
Sansoni, 1932); Ammianus, Hist., xxviii.2.12,5.1-7,
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attempts to expand and settle overland were thwarted by the
Franks.

In 469, combined forces of provincial Romans and

Salian Franks attacked Saxon enclaves along the L o i re ;225
however, the Saxons later participated in the Frankish con
quest of Thuringia and received a large share of captured
territory for settlement (534).^26

Although the Saxons thus

fell under Frankish suzereignty during the sixth century,
their repeated revolts i^ere a constant source of concern to
the early Frankish kings.

Indeed, the Saxon problem was

only solved by Charlemagne's direct invasions and over
thirty years of extraordinarily bitter warfare.

227

Constitutional and legal historians have long
heralded the continental Saxons as a truly non-monarchical,

xxx.7.8; Sidonius, Poems and Letters, Epist., viii.13.14.
See further:
Lot, nLes migrations saxonnes en Gaule et en
Grande-Bretagne du IIIe au V® siecle," Revue Historique,
CXIX (1915), 1-9; D. White, Litus Saxonicum (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press’"^ 17577171 Si Johnson, The Roman
Forts of the Saxon Shore (New York:
St. Martin's P r e ss , 1776).
However, these raids did not generally result in permanent
Saxon settlements.
^ ^ G r e g o r y of Tours, H i s t . franc ■ > ii.18-19.
Twenty
thousand Saxons and their families left Thuringia to join
Alboin's march into Italy (568).
But discontent with a sub
ordinate status, they fought their way back three years later:
i bi d., iv.42,v.l5; Paul the Deacon, Hist. Langob., ii.6 , iii.6-7.
^^Widukind, Res ge st . S a x. , i.9; Rudolf of Fulda,
Translatio S. Alexandri, ij edl Pertz, MGH S S , Vol. II.
^ ^ A n n a l e s regni Francorum /Annales Laurissenses
maiores et Einhard ij an.. 772-785, 793-795, 304"; ed. F er tz ,
MGH SS, Vol. I; Einhard, Vita Karoli Imperatoris, vii-viii;
e"d'.“ Pertz, MGH SS, Vol. I H
S e e : Fleckenstein, Karl der
Grosse (Gottingen: Musterschmidt Verlag, 1967) pp. 32-44.
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"republican" people.

Political authority, it is claimed,

lay in the hands of district nobles and popular assembly
just as it had elsewhere in pre-Migration
traditional view,

t i m e s .

228

This

though substantially correct, is somewhat

oversimplified and based on sources which do not antecede
the eighth century.
In the first instance, it is true that there is no
pre-Migration evidence of royal authority among the Chauci
or any other Saxon sub-tribe.

None of the Saxon sea-raids

and landed expeditions of the Migration Age are said to have
been led by kings, nor does native Saxon tradition speak of
other than duces, principes.229

Bede observes in the Eccle

siastical History (731) that in his day the Old Saxons had
no king; rather, several local chieftains
overall tribal affairs.

(satrapae) managed

In wartime, moreover,

these leading

men chose one of their own as sole warlord (dux) and rendered
him total obedience for the duration of hostilities.
after,

all satrapae reverted to equal

s t a t u s .

230

There

Bede's

constitutional description is confirmed and supplemented by
an important passage from the mid ninth-century Life of
St. Lebuin.

The Anglo-Saxon missionary (d. 780) found that

228grunnerj p t . R echt., I, p. 128; Stubbs, Consti
tutional History, I , p p . 44-45; Miillenhoff, D t . A l t ~ tV7
pp.' 195-96.
‘
229wj_dukind < Res g e s t . Sa x . , i.8,9,11.
230gede, Historia Ecclesiastica, v.10; ed. J. E. King,
Baedae Opera Historica. The Loeb Classical Library (2 vols.;
London:
Heinemann, r9"63).
See Thompson, Early Germans, pp.
13-14.
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every year all Saxon satrapae, joined by twelve representa
tives from the three social classes in each district

(n o bi le s,

liberi, laeti) , traditionally met in general assembly at
Marklo on the Weser to resolve local disputes and determine
larger matters of war and peace.

2^1

Presumably,

it was here

that the ruling satrapae were chosen along with'the common
dux in time of war.

This remarkable "national assembly,"

moreover, was clearly both a judicial and religious convoca
tion.

Proceedings convened with common prayers to the gods

and the site was apparently surrounded by a sacral enclosure.232
However,

the individual careers of Old Saxon duces

indicate that in practice these leaders often assumed a
wider authority than that which Bede had described.

Thus the

fifth-century warlord Odoaker seems to have held some degree
of enduring tribal authority over the Saxon enclaves along
the Loire.

Called dux Saxonum, he concluded an important

231vita Lebuini antiqua, iv; ed. A. Hofmeister, MGH
S S , Vol. X X X ;2.
For the ninth century:
Nithard, Historiarum
Tibri IIII, iv.2; ed. Pertz, MGH S S , Vol. II; Poeta Saxo,
i .21-28; ed. Pertz, MGH S S , Vol. I. On Marklo, see further:
Hofmeister, "Die Jahresversammlung der alten Sachsen zu
Marklo," HZ, CXVIII (1917), 189-201; Mitteis, Der Staat, pp.
80-81; Thompson, Early Germans, p. 42 n. Ij, H a u c k , "Die'
Herkunft der Liudger-, Lebuin- und Marklo-Uberlieferung," in
Festschrift fur J. T r i e r , e d s . W. Foerste and K. Borck
(Cologne: Bohlau, 1964), pp. 221-39.
232V. L e b . a n t ., vi; see de Vries, A G R , I, pp. 484-85.
For the religious significance of Thing-enclosure, see:
Schrbder-von Kiinssberg, D t . Re cht., pp. 27-28; von AmiraEckhardt, Ger. Recht., IX, pp. 133-54.
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treaty with Childeric I, king of the Salian F r a n k s . T h e
sixth-century Frankish overlordship did not put an end to
Saxon political traditions.

Indeed, Saxon duces continued

to lead their own retinues under the Frankish kings.

For

example, a certain Aigyna, said to be of noble birth, was
one of the most prominent men in the kingdoms of both
Chlotar II (d. 629) and Dagobert I (d. 639).234
another Saxon warlord, Bertoald,
against Chlotar and Dagobert

However,

led a serious local revolt

(622).

At the head of a

federate army, he had first defeated Dagobert’s exnedition
which had entered Saxon territory.

King Chlotar rushed to

the aid of his son, crossed the Weser, and decapitated
Bertoald in single

c o m b a t .

235

Nonetheless,

this Saxon w a r 

lord's unitary command and confederate leadership are particu
larly significant.
But the most instructive example of the authority
which a Saxon dux could wield is furnished by the career of
Widukind, Charlemagne's formidable opponent in the Saxon

233Gregory of Tours, H i s t . F r an c., ii.19; Liber H i s t .
Franc. , viii; ed. Krusch, MGH SSRJM, Vol. II.
234yreciegar( Chron., iv.55,78; ed. Krusch, MGH SSRM,
Vol. II.
235x,jber Hist. F ranc., xli.
Chlotar then killed
every Saxon- taller than his_ long-sword, which he set up as
a symbol of his dominion (ibid) .
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wars,

Widukind reportedly was a West Saxon (Westphalian)

tribal leader distinguished by noble birth and wealth.236
The date of his initial revolt is uncertain, but by 777 he
refused to attend the Frankish assembly at Paderborn and
took refuge in Denmark.237

Widukind likely was responsible

for the great Saxon victory in the Siintel mountains

(782)

in which twenty Frankish nobles, for counts, and two of
Charlemagne's personal envoys were killed.23®

Thereafter,

Charlemagne increased his attacks until the greater part of
Saxon territory had been occupied.

In 785, Widukind sub

mitted to the Frankish king in Francia ani was baptised with
Charlemagne as godfather.

There is no evidence of Widu

kind 1s formal election as a tribal warlord and he was by no
means the common warlord of all the Saxon

p e o p l e .

240

Nor

9

Annales'reg, F ranc., an. 777, p. 157; Rudolf of
Fulda, T r an s"1. S . A l e x . ITT.
On Widukind, see in general:
B. von Simson, "Widukind," Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie,
XLII (1897), 364-69; Lintzel, Per sachsische Stammesstaat und
seine Eroberung durch die Franken,11 Historische Studlen, Vol.
227 (Berlin, 1933); ET Rundnagel, "Der Mythos vom Herzog
Widukind," HZ, CLV (1937), 233-42.
^•^Annales reg- Franc. , an. 777, pp. 157-58.
^•^Ibid., an. 782, p. 165.
Widukind apparently formed
an alliance with part of the Frisians (ibid., an. 784, p. 166).
At his instigation, the Frisians drove Liudger from their
land (783):
Altfrid, Vita S. Liudgeri, i.18; ed. Pertz,
MGH SS, Vol. II.
^•^Annales reg.Franc., an. 785, pp. 166, 168; Rudolf
of Fulda, Trans 1. S. A l e x ., iii.
pp.

2^0See Annales reg. F r a nc ., an. 775, 777, 778, 785,
154, 156, 15SI 166 for other Saxon leaders.
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did the revolt abruptly end with his surrender.

Yet Wid u

k i n d 1s long and able war-leadership clearly brought him con
siderable prestige;

like Arminius, he became personally

identified with a popular resistance to external aggression.
Indeed, this Saxon warlord's noble origins, retinue-leadership,
and confederate command more closely resemble the political
foundations of a Heerkdnig than a temporary warlord.
The authority of an Old Saxon dux also had a signi
ficant religious dimension.

One should consider in this

regard what the Saxon chronicler Widukind of Corvey has to
say about the warlord (dux) Hathagat

(Hathugaut) who directed

the Saxon victory over the Thuringians on the river Unstrut
(531).

According to Widukind, Hathugaut was a tribal leader

who bore the title pater patrum by virtue of age and merit.
Addressing his assembled warriors, Hathugaut grasped the
tribe's sacral insignia - lion, dragon, and eagle images 0/T
and promised to lead his people to victory.
After their
success, the Saxons erected an eagle emblem on the town gates
as well as a victory-column.

Amidst battle-chants and other

cultic festivities, Hathugaut was raised aloft and proclaimed
to possess a divine spirit and supernatural efficacy.

2^1-Widukind, R e s . g e s t . S a x . , i.ll; cf. Rudolf of
Fulda, Trans1. S . A l e x ., i.
242widukind, R e s . g e s t . S a x ., i.12:
"Pro triduum
igitur dies victoriae agentes et spolia hostium dividentes
exequiasque caesorum celebrantes, laudibus ducem in coelum
attollunt, divinum ei animum inesse coelestemque virtutem
acclamantes, qui sua constantia tantum eos egerit perficere
victoriam.”
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The Saxon warlord's tribal authority had clearly
been heightened by his military success.

Indeed, Hathugaut's

transcendent, victory-bringing attributes

(vir tu s, constantia)

are in every way comparable to the Gothic warlords'•fortuna.^4-3
The ceremony which Widukind reports could thus represent a
sacral acclamation of the victory-bringing warlord which,
in turn, was a standard feature in the Saxons'
festival.

autumn

At this cult-ceremony, the victorious lord was

commemorated as the personal representative of that deity who
had temporarily inspired h i m . ^ ^

The identity of this god,

moreoever, is suggested by the name Hathugaut
which is built on a Wodan-root.

Indeed,

("Battle-Gaut"),

this name, probably

bestowed during the ceremony itself, may well represent a
sacral honor-title similar to the Gothic a nsis, Old Swedish
/w r

Y n g v i , and Burgundian Hendinos.

Furthermore,

the tribal

emblems which Hathugaut manipulated before battle were most
likely Wodanistic cult-objects.^46

^ ^ S c h l e s i n g e r , "Herrschaft und Gefolgschaft," p. 158;
Beumann, "Ideengeschichte des Konigtums," 480-81; Wolfram,
"Fortuna in mittelalterlichen Stammesgeschichten," 8-9.
244-Hauck, "Lebensnormen und Kultmythen," 216-18; idem.,
"Gebliitsheiligkeit," pp. 234-35.
For this divinisation of
Saxon warlords at seasonal festivals, see the anonymous poem
De conversione Saxonum, M G H , Poet, lat., Vol. I, p. 380,
quoted by Hauck, "Mittellateinische Literatur," col. 2577.
^ ^H au ck , "Lebensnormen und Kultmythen," 217; Hofler,
"Abstammungstraditionen," 22-23.
246 j piassmann, "Widukind von Corvey als Quelle fur
die germanische Altertumskunde," P B B , LXXV (1953), 191-228;
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It should again be noted that Hathugaut was a prominent
tribal leader chosen for a temporary military command.

His

address before the assembly of warriors suggests a previous
role of cult-speaker, like the Buto who spoke at Marklo when
Lebuin made his ill-advised appearance.

in view of this

significant combination of roles, Hauck has aptly designated
Hathugaut as a kingly cult-speaker whose authority bore a
"profane and sacral dual-aspect."

Indeed,

the cultic or

priestly side of this figure's authority could point to the
existence of an ancient Saxon tribal k i n g s h i p . O n

surer

grounds, one may conclude that although the Old Saxons were
not accustomed to royal rule in the early middle ages, their
warlords were invested with a wide-ranging political and
religious authority which closely approaches that of
Heerkonigtum.

Hauck, "Herrschaftszeichen," pp. 33-37; de Vries, "La valeur
religieuse du mot germanique Irmin," Cahiers du S u d , XXVI
(1952), 18-27; M. Zips, "Zur Lowensymbolik," in Festschrift
fur 0. Hofler, II, p'. 512.
247y, Leb. a n t ., v i .
243Hauck, Goldbrakteaten aus Sievern, pp. 44-46, 71-73,
101-103; Schwarz, Stammeskunde, p. 13 1
Chadwick argued that
the Old Saxons had a royal tradition on the grounds of their
ethnic affinity with the Angli, whose kings are known from
the fourth century (Origin, pp. 51-84 passim) . Note that the
East Saxon (Essex) r o y a l T i n e in England did claim descent
from the continental Saxon deity Saxneat (probably Tiwas):
Philippson, Genealogie der Gotter, p. 34; de Vries, A G R , II,
p. 18; Chaney, Cult of Kingship, p. 33.
2A9gchlesinger, "Heerkonigtum,” pp.

114-15.
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The historical record of kingship in Anglo-Saxon
England reaches back to the initial fifth-century conquests.
The nature of this kingship and its religious dimensions can
again be best determined by examining specific instances of
kingdom-founding.

Toward the middle of the fifth century,

the southern Britons were subject to a certain Highland Welsh
king, V o rt ig em .

This border ruler, most likely a tribal

chieftain of former Roman foederati, had extended his
suzereignty over the Lowlands in part at least by employing
Germanic war-bands from the Continent.

Q n e

such group

led by the brothers Hengest and Horsa landed on the isle of
Thanet with three long-ships

(c, 450) and entered Vortigern's

service as military federates with provisions and lands in
Kent.

Yet prospects of further land-taking soon induced the

250Gildas, De excidio et conquestu Britanniae, iiix x v i ; ed. Mommsen, MGH AA" V o l . XIII; Nennius, Historia Brittonum, xxxi-xlix; ecT Mommsen, MGH A A , Vol XIII^ Bede, H i s t .,
i .15-16; Two of the Saxon Chronicles Parallel /The AngloSaxon Chronicle/ , arT 449; e d s . J\ Earle and C . Plummer (2
v o l s .; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1892-1899).
/References are
to the Parker MS. (A) unless otherwise stated/7
For V or ti ge m, see further:
L. Alcock, Ar t h u r 's
Britain (New York:
St. Martin's Press, 1971), ppT 101-105,
320-21; P. Blair, Roman Britain and Early England (New York:
W. W. Norton, 19637"] p p . 157-62; Chadwick, "Vortigern," in
Studies in Early British History, ed. Nora Chadwick (Cambr id g e : The University Press, 1954), pp. 21-33; R. G.
Collingwood and J. N. L. M y r e s , Roman Britain artd-.the English Set
tlements (2nd ed. ; Oxford:
Clarendon Press , 1937), p p . 313-16.
On the Celtic renaissance in sub-Roman Britain, see:
T.
Hodgkin, A History of the Anglo-Saxons (3rd e d . , 2 vols.;
Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1952), 1, pp. 37-48 pa ss i m ; Blair,
Roman Britain, pp. 136-48; S. Frere, Britannia:
A History
of Roman Britain (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press,
1 9 6 / ) ,

p p .

3 7 8 - 8 3 .
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co-rulers to turn upon their British allies, join the Piets,
and summon new bands of adventurers from overseas.

The

conquest of Kent proceeded slowly over three decades but was
in the main completed under Hengest's son Aesc

(Oise), from

whom the Kentish kings were later called Oiscingas.^51
Other fifth-century English kingdoms had similar
beginnings,

though there were apparently no initial treaty

arrangements with British rulers.

Thus,

some thirty years

after Hengest and Horsa's landfall in Kent, Aelle and his

251]3ede, H i s t . , i.15, ii.5; Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,
an. 449-488; e d s . Earle and Plummer.
Germanic foederati
were resettled in Britain during the third and fourth
centuries presumably under their own kings (Blair, Roman
Britain, pp. 161-62).
More or less permanent enclaves
appeared a century before Hengest's arrival, with intensive
settlement taking place after 400 AD: M y r e s , Anglo-Saxon
Pottery and the Settlement of England (Oxford:
Clarendon
Press, 1965), p p . 62-9 9 pas si m; T . Lethbridge, "The AngloSaxon Settlement in Eastern "England," in Dark Age Britain,
ed. D. Harden (London:
Methuen & C o . , L t d . , 1956), p . l T 6 .
For Hengest and early settlements in Kent, see:
Collingwood and Myres, Roman Britain, pp. 345-82 passim; Chadwick,
Origin, pp. 33-501 FI E3! Stent o n , Anglo-Saxon England
(3rd ed. ; Oxford:
Clarendon Press" 1971) , p p . 16-17T
A significant body of evidence suggests that Hengest
and Horsa were dioscuric leaders; see Ward, Divine Twins ,
pp. 54-56; de Vries, A G R , II, p. 253; Wagnerl "Doppelkonigtum," 233; Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, p. 220.
For
a detailed study of the Hengest and Horsa legendary tradi
tions, see:
Nellie Aurner, Hengest:
A Study in Early
English Hero L eg e n d . University of Iowa Studies, Humanistic
Studies, Til 1 (Iowa City, IA:
University Press, 1921).
also:
A. G. Van Hamel, "Hengest and His Namesake," in
Studies in English Philology, eds. K. Malone and M. Ruud
(Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1929),
pp. 159-71.
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three sons are said to have arrived on the Sussex coast with
a complement of three

w a r s h i p s .

252

Bede observed that Aelle

was the first English king to have established a general
lordship (imperium) upon all provinces south of the Humber.
Indeed, not for fifty years did another achieve such a
p o s i t i o n .

253

This long interval and the sudden obscurity

which falls upon Aelle in Sussex pointa to a major reversal
of English military fortunes.

There is indeed further

evidence of a significant British revival at the close of
the fifth century.

According to Bede,

the English had at

first overrun the entire island until thrust back by a cer
tain Ambrosius Aurelianus

(King Arthur ?).

This general

counter-attack was apparently of some lasting consequence,
for Gildas mentions

(c. 550) the island's "present prosperity"

and the "peace which, by the will of God, has been granted
her in these our

t i m e s .

"254

xt is thus likely that Aelle

252chronicl_e, an. 477, eds. Earle and Plummer.
Collingwood and M y r e s , Roman Britain, pp. 366-67.
253geciej Hist., ii.5.
The Chronicle (an. 829) calls
such an overlord bretwalda ("Britain-ruler11 or "wide ruler").
It designated no formal office but rather a personal military
suzereignty:
C. Brooke, The Saxon and Norman Kings (London:
B. T. Batsford, 1962), pp~ 91-93; Stenton, An^lo-Saxon
England, pp. 34-36; Dorothy Whitelock, Beginnings of~‘English
Society, pp. 48-50.
For the important role of bretwaldas
in the conversion of England, see Mayr-Harting, Coming of
Christianity, pp. 64-68.
254Bede> H ist., i.16; Gildas, De excidio, xxxv.
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conducted a federate English force that swept across the
island late in the fifth century.

With the British offen

sive and victory at Badon Hill (c. 500), Aelle's military
federation collapsed and the rapid English initial advance
was halted for several generations.^55

Although Aelle's

overlordship was essentially a personal position,

it

clearly set an important model for later English supra-tribal
statecraft.
West Saxon tradition celebrated the landing of Cerdic
and his son Cynric with five warships toward the close of
the fifth century.

Within perhaps a decade this war-band

and its leading clan battled northward from an initial coastal
stronghold and carved out a small Saxon realm in Wiltshire
and Hampshire.

Yet the lasting foundations of Wessex were

laid in the next generation, when Ceawlin (d. 591), one of
Cerdic's descendants,

extended the kingdom's borders to the

Upper Thames and westward into the Cotswolds.^56

This explo

sive advance, moreover, was very likely a federate enterprise
similar to Aelle's earlier efforts in Sussex.

Even before

his death, however, military setbacks undermined and dissolved

^ ^ F o r Aelle's confederation and the British counter
attack, see:
Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, pp. 17-19; Collingwood and Myres , Roman Britain, p”p ! 378-82 ; Alcock, Arthur's
Britain, pp. 111-15.
^-^Chronicle, Preface and an. 495-534.
Stenton,
Anglo-Saxon England, pp. 19-22; T. Reed, The Rise of Wessex
(London: Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1947), p. 1 2 f .
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Ceawlin's confederacy.

257

Cerdic's family nonetheless rose

to hegemony in the southwest during the seventh century by
effectively absorbing smaller Saxon peoples and dynasties.
In functional terms, therefore, a Cerdic or Hengest
was primarily a retinue-lord, a renowned warrior who brought
his select wrr-band over the seas in the hope of landcouquest and glory.

Indeed, Anglo-Saxon kingdom-founding

strikingly resembles the earlier development of Heerkonigtum
in the Rhineland.^58

Early English "founder kings" built

dynastic realms from retinue-lordship, land-taking, and
settlement.

By the seventh century, these leading families

had eliminated competing royal clans, whose members generally
emerged as privileged landed n o b i l i t y . T h e

careers of

257

Chronicle, an. 584.
Brooke, Saxon K i n g s , pp. 88-89;
Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, pp. 26-30; G. 07 Sayles, The
Medieval Foundations of England (2nd e d . ; London:
Methuen &
C o ., 1950), p p . 28-30.
258schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," p. 114; E. John,
Qrbis Britanniae (Leicester;
University Press, 1966), pp.
117-27; Hanson, Kingdom to Commonwealth, pp. 74-76.
See also:
H. R. Loyn, Anglo-Saxon and Norman England (New York:
St.
Martin's Press7 1962), pp. 28-29; Stenton, Anglo-Saxon
England, pp. 302-03; Musset, Les invasions, pT 306.
MayrH a r t m g , Coming of Christianity" p p . 17-’18'.
259The subreguli of ninth-century Wessex charters
were probably less luminary members of Cerdic's line; else
where the "mediatised" English sub-kings probably belonged
to local dynasties;
Chadwick, Studies in Anglo-Saxon Insti
tutions (Cambridge:
University Press, 1905)7 PP • 2"6'9- 3 07
passimf Dannenbauer, "Adel, Burg, und Herrschaft," pp. 128-30;
Stenton, An^lo-Saxon England, pp. 45-48; 304-305; B. Lyon,
A Constitutional and Legal"History of Medieval England (New
York:
Harper & Brothers, I960), pp. 37-38.

193

Aelle and Ceawlin also demonstrate that large-scale federa
tions led by a common over-king played a role in England
comparable to the leagues of Ariovistus and Civilis.

The

struggle among so-called Heptarchic states after the seventh
century in fact centered largely upon possession of this
shifting overlordship.
Early English kingship is thus also marked by
multiple rulership, very often in the form of dual kingship
within individual realms.

Indeed,

it has been rightly said

that Anglo-Saxon kingship, at least in its first centuries,
was never considered rule by one man.^60

-phe pr e -Migration

practice of choosing dual warlords for command of specific
campaigns has already been noted.

Such duces/principes were

precisely the sort of leaders who most commonly appear as
founder-kings in England.

However, the campaigns of men

like Hengest and Cerdic were not narrowly ethnic enterprises,
unlike some comparable continental commands.

Rather, early

English warlords seem to have drawn their hosts from many
peoples all along the North Sea littoral.

Archeological and

place-name research has confirmed this view by demonstrating
the diversity of Anglo-Saxon settlement from its earliest
stages.261

On the other hand, while many founders of

260jjrooke( Saxon K ings, pp. 80-81; also Blair, Roman
Britain, pp. 238-42"; Sayles, Medieval Foundations, pp. 128-30.
For instances of multiple rulership: Chronicle, an. 519,. 626E,
654E, 692E; Bede, H i s t . , ii.5,9, iii. 2Z,'3(J" iv7l2,13.
7 fi 1
^ E. Leeds, The Archaeology of the Anglo-Saxon
Settlements (1913; r p t . Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1970);
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Anglo-Saxon dynasties undoubtedly ranked as such adventurous
retinue-leaders, a significant number were scions of ancient
royal clans.

For example, the founder of Mercia,

Icel, was

in all likelihood the great-grandson of that renowned King
Offa who had ruled the united Anglian people early in the
fourth century. • The Mercian kings' rise over other Midland
Angles may well have been aided by enduring traditions of
their former exalted position on the

C o n t i n e n t .

262

One of the most important sources from which to
assess the sacral content of early English kingship are the
Anglo-Saxon royal genealogies.

However,

these records have

but rarely been considered from a religious-historical
perspective.

Of the eight surviving pedigrees, seven com

mence with the god Wodan (OE.

W o d e n ) .

263

Bede and Nennius

both refer to English royal lines descended from Wodan, while
the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle repeatedly proclaims Cerdic's West

N. A b e r g , The Anglo-Saxons in England, t r a ns . S. Charleston
(Uppsala:
Almqvist & Wiksell, 1926); G. Langenfelt, "Notes
on the Anglo-Saxon Pioneers,11 Englische Studien, LXVI (1931 —
1932), 161-78; Collingwood and Hyres, Roman Britain, pp. 344-51;
C. Hawkes, "The Jutes of Kent," in Dark Age Britain, pp. 91-111;
Hodgkin, History of the Anglo-Saxons^ ^ pp7 154-57; Stenton,
Anglo-Saxon England" p7 37.
Schwarz reviewed the literature:
riDas angelsachsischen Landnahmeproblem," G R M , N. S., I (1950),
35-55; see also Loyn, Anglo-Saxon E ngland, pp. 24-28; Musset,
Les invasions, pp. 305-06, and D . M. Wilson, The Anglo-Saxons
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1971), pp. 36-40 for able
summaries.
262stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, pp. 39-40; Brooke,
Saxon Kings, pp. 87-88; J. E . A. Jolliffe, The Constitutional
History of Medieval England (4th ed.; New York:
W. W. Norton,
1967), p . 48; Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 20-21.
263gome of the texts appeared in H. Sweet, e d . ,
Oldest English T e xt s. Early English Text Society, Vol. 83
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Saxon clan as

W o d a n - s p r u n g .

264

While these royal genealogies,

like pedigrees in general, must not be seen as chronologically
accurate accounts of early periods,
nificant,

they do represent a sig

fluid body of venerable oral tradition concerning

early English

k i n g s .

265

Moreover,

the genealogies were

(London:
H. Trubner, 1885), pp. 167-71, 179.
Additional lists
have been printed with textual analysis in K. Sisam, "The
Anglo-Saxon Royal Genealogies," Proceedings of the British
A ca demy, Vol. XXXIX (1953), pp. 285-346, and now D. Duinville,
"The Anglian Collection of Royal Genealogies and Regnal Lists,"
in Anglo-Saxon England, ed. P. Clemoes, Vol. 5 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1976), pp. 23-50.
See further:
Grimm, TM, IV, pp. 1709-36; Philippson, Germanisches Heidentum
bei den Angelsachsen, p. 152; R. W. Chambers, BeowuTf: An
Introduction (3rd e d . ; Cambridge:
University Press, 1959),
p p . 195-203, 311-22; Stenton, "Lindsey and Its Kings/' in
Essays in History Presented to R. L. Poole, ed. H. Davis
(Oxford: Clarendon- Press/ 1927) , p p . 136-50 ; rp t . in Prepara
tory to Anglo-Saxon England, pp. 127-35; Brooke, Saxon K i ng s,
pp. 74-79; A. Wa gn e r , English Genealogy (2nd e d . ; Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1972), p p . 10-16; Chaney, Cult of Kingship,
pp. 28-34.
264ge(je) His t . , i .15 ; Nennius, His t . Br it . , xxxi ;
Chronicle, Preface and an. 552, 597, also 560, 676, 755; B.
Dickens, The Genealogical Preface to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
(Cambridge"] University Press, 1952;); Sisam,
Genealogies," pp.
288-9 8 ; Chaney, Cult of Kingship, pp. 29-32.
After the eighth century, many royal genealogies were
extended abouve Wodan to common Germanic semi-legendary figures,
e.g., Finn, Geat, Sceaf.
Thereafter the Wessex pedigree ac
quired biblical m em bers; thus the Chronicle, Asser, and William
of Malmesbury trace Cerdic's ancestry through Wodan to Noah and
Adam:
Sisam, "Genealogies," pp. 307-20 passim; Dumville
"Genealogies," pp. 46-47; Magoun, "King AetheTwulf's Biblical
Ancestors," Modern Language Review, XLVI (1951), 249-50; Brooke,
Saxon K i n g s , p p . 75-777
Such additions show the continuing
importance of divine-descent beliefs to Anglo-Saxon kingship.
Yet these genuine belief-traditions must be clearly distin
guished from the deliberate pedigree falsifications of later
scribes:
Hofler, "Abstammungstraditionen," 23-24; Chaney,
Cult of Kingship, pp. 41-42.
^^Chambers, Beowulf, pp. 316-17; Hofler, "Abstammungstraditionen," 22-23; Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, pp. 15, 19;
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apparently used to butress hereditary succession in Heptarchic
kingdoms.

It has been shown, for example, that the genealo

gies assumed written form precisely during periods of
monarchical consolidation,

e.g., in Mercia under Offa

(757-796), and during Edgar's reign in Wessex (959-975).^^
Indeed, Donald Hanson has recently suggested that the kinglists were fundamental parts of a political myth which
ideologically united fragmented early medieval societies.
On the one hand, a reigning king's divinely descended an
cestors,

the Hengests, Cerdics, and Icels, had themselves

instituted the current social order; conversely,

the king's

right to rule was validated by this proper divine ancestry.
Thus the monotonous genealogical repetitions of accession
entries were a kind of written ritual which, like the Chris
tian coronation rites, both emohasized the king's vital here
ditary bond with Divinity and reaffirmed the existing social
order. 267
In any case, the Anglo-Saxon genealogies clearly
indicate that early English royal clans, like those of the
Continent and Scandinavia, proudly preserved and cultivated
the memory of their divine ancestors and descent over many

R. M. Wilson, The Lost Literature of England (Hew York:
Philosophical Library, 1952), p p . 28-32; but cf. Sisam,
"Genealogies," pp. 322-23 who thought they demonstrate the
essential duces-nature of early English k i ng s.
266jbid., pp. 329-31; but cf. Dumville,
p p . 40, 49.
267Hanson, Kingdom to Commonwealth, pp.

"Genealogies,"
76-83.
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generations.

The royal genealogies were proclamations of

clan distinction, affirmations of that essential quality
which lifted the stirps regia out of the folk, v i z . , clanholiness.^^

Such ideas were indeed evident in the pre-

Migration Age, when the special mark of tribal kingship had
been nobilitas.

However, Anglo-Saxon royal sacrality was

more complex than that of the Tacitean tribal king.

For as

noted previously, Anglo-Saxon founder-kings were for the most
part new men, glorified warlords who successfully led retinuebased expeditions and often confederate campaigns to conquest
and eventually large-scale settlement.

By surpassing their

temporary commands and establishing hereditary realms, these
early English leaders were both duces and reges in the older
Tacitean sense.

Like the continental Heerkonige, moreover,

early Anglo-Saxon kings surrounded their statecraft with the
sacrality inherent in both these originally distinct roles.
The dual sacral content of Anglo-Saxon kingship found expres
sion in the several types of Wodanistic rituals associated
with Anglo-Saxon rulers.
In the first instance, an important grouo of royal
rites relate directly to Wodan's martial, victory-bringing
attributes, and hence to the Anglo-Saxon king's warlord
9 fift
Hofler, "Abstammungstraditionen," 22; Kern,
Kingship and L a w , p. 14; Gronbech, Culture of the Teutons, II;2,
pp. 25-37; Jolliffe, Constitutional History, pp. 41-44; Loyn,
Anglo-Saxon England, p p . 203-04; Chaney, Cult of Kingship, p .
28; Wallace-Haarill, Early Germanic KingsEip, pp. 44-4b; M.
Hunter, "Germanic and Roman Antiquity and tne Sense of the
Past in Anglo-Saxon England," in Anglo-Saxon England, ed.
Clemoes, Vol. 3 (Cambridge:
Cambridge Universitv Press, 1974),
pp. 33-34.
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capacity.

Thus Aethelweard, a scion of the Wessex dynasty,

affirmed Wodan's high rank as royal ancestor and added that
sacrifice was formerly made to this god "for victory or
valor (virtus) ."269

gfves no further details, but as

noted earlier, war-prisoners were commonly sacrificed to
Wodan in fulfillment of a battle-vow.

The massacre of

British forces defending Anderida against Aelle has the ap
pearance of just such a Wodanistic victory-offering.270
Again, x^hen Penda, Mercia's mighty pagan king had defeated
and killed the Christian bretwalda Oswald of Northumbria at
Maserfelth (642), he ordered his opponent's body dismembered
and hung aloft on stakes over the battlefield.271

Indeed,

Oswald may be one of Bede's models of Christian royal piety,
yet certain features of his career strongly suggest that the

^^^Aethelweard, Chronicle, ii.2; ed. A. Cambell
(London:
Thomas Nelson & Sons, Ltd., 1962):
"Hi /Hengest
and Horsa7 nepotes fuerunt Uuoddan regis barbarorum, quem
post infanda dignitate ut deum honorantes, sacrificium
obtulerunt pagani, victoriae causa sive virtutis."
270chronicle, an. 491.
Philippson, G e r . H e i d . , t>. 151;
Chaney, Cult of Kingship, p. 39. For good general accounts of
martial traits in Wodan-worship, see:Turville-Petre, Myth
and Religion, pp. 50-55; Hilda Davidson, Gods and M y t h s , pp.
48-^3; PhTTippson, Ger. H e i d . , pp. 149-52"- Brans to n , Cost
Gods of England, pp. 98-107.
Wodan in England has many but
clearly not all of the Northern Odin's attributes: C. Cannon,
"The Religion of the Anglo-Saxons," Studies in English, V
(1964), 16-18; Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, pp” 70-72;
Buchholz, "Perspectives," 131-327
271]3ede, Hist., iii.12.
Philippson, Ger. H e i d . , p.
150; Chaney, Cult of Kingship, pp. 116-19.
Penda may^have
similarly dismembered Oswald’s predecessor King Edwin:
Bede, H is t ., ii.20.
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recently converted Northumbrian king did not forget his
family's special bond with Wodan.
Cadwalla,

Before his victory over

for example, Oswald personally erected a wooden

cross on an old sacral site nearby and summoned his army to
beg divine protection.

This incident with the "standard of

the holy cross," as Bede puts it, ties in directly with the
Northern association of Odin-pillars and royal rites.

272

Moreover, just before his death in battle, we see Oswald
praying for his army rather than his enemies'
better suit such an exemplary Christian ruler.

souls, as might
In general,

the early Germanic king's role as his people's victorybringer accords well with Bede's description of Oswald as
"fighting for his country" and "most holy and victorious."
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Other beliefs and practices associated with AngloSaxon kings represent the
ship.

.icient nobi lit as-sphere of king

This significant group relates specifically to Wodan

Ibid-i iii.2.
Chaney, Cult of Kingship, p. 117.
The pagan temple attached to the Northumbrian royal villa at
Yeavering alone had central pillars:
H. Colvin, e d . , The
History of the King's Works (6 vols.; London:
Her Majesty's
Printing Office, .1963-1975) , I, pp. 2-6.
Other gods of the
Aesir family, especially Thor, were associated with such
columns:
de Vries, A G R , II, pp. 384-91; Turville-Petre,
"Thurstable," in English and Medieval Studies Presented to
J. R. R. Tolkien, e a s . £T Davis and C. L. Wrenn ( L o n d o n :
Allen & Unwin, Ltd., 1962), pp. 241-49.
273gecie, H i s t . , iii.7,9,12.
Chaney, Cult of Kingship,
pp. 109-12, 116-18, and cf. Wallace-Hadrill, Larly Germanic
Kingship, pp. 83-87; Mayr-Harting, Coming of Christianity,
p p . 255-56, who emphasize Bede's role in establishing an
ecclesiastical cultus of such warrior saint-kings.
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as "patron" god of wisdom, poetry, and harvest, i.e., to the
274
magico-priestly side of Wodanistic Heerkonigtum.

For

example, it is generally agreed that Wodan appears in the
OE. Runic P o e m ’s description of this alphabet's tenth letter:
"Os is the source of all language/ A pillar of wisdom and a
comfort to wise m e n . " ^ ^

The references to pillar and w i s 

dom are again clearly reminiscent of the god whose selfmutilation and hanging brought him runic knowledge.

It also

should be noted that no less than twelve of the Wodan-sprung
Northumbrian kings bore os-compound

n a m e s .
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274'jurvj_]_]_e _petr e , Mvth and Religion, pp. 35-50;
Philippson, G e r . He id ., pp. 152-61; Branston, Lost Gods of
England, p p . 93-98~! there have recently been renewed attempts
to label this dimension of Wodan-worship as shamanistic and
an example of Steppe or sub-arctic cultural influence on Ger
manic religion; see, e.g.:
Eliade, Shamanism, rev. ed. trans.
W. Trask (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1964), pp.
379-87; J. Campbell, The Masks of God:
Occidental Mythology
(New York:
Viking P r es s, 1970), pp~ 298, 477-90 passim;
Buchholz, "Shamanism - The Testimony of Old Icelandic Literary
Tradition," Mediaeval Scandinavia, IV (1971), 7-20; Hilda
Davidson, Gods and M y t h s , pp. 140-49; idem. , The Viking Road
to Byzantium (London : Allen 6c Unwin Ltd. ’, 1976)~ e s p . p p . 2T8399:
"The Role of the Shaman." These arguments are still far
fetched; for a more balanced discussion, see de Vries, AGR,
I, pp. 330-33.
275 " ^ (Os) byth ordfruma aelcre spraece/ wisdomes
wrathu and witena frofur . . . "
B. Dickens, e d . , Runic and
Heroic Poems (Cambridge:
University Press, 1915), pi IT!
For ojs as Wodan, see:
Krause, Runen, pp. 28, 30; R. Elliott,
Runes:
An Introduction (Manchester:
University Press, 1959),
p"! 531 Philippson, Ger. H e i d . , pp. 135-36, 152-53; TurvillePetre, Myth and Religion, p~T 71; Betz, "Alt. Rel.,M col. 1621;
Chaney, Cult of Kingship, p. 23; Kuhn, "Asen," 457; Pokorny,
Ety. Worterbuch, I, p . £8 .
276cttaney i Cult of Kingship, p. 22; see also:
H. Woolf,
The Old Germanic Principles of Name-Giving (Baltimore:
The
Johns Hopkins Press, 1939) , pi 23; Malone, "Royal Names in
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Wodan's appearance in the Anglo-Saxon charms further
underscores this deity's magical and royal associations.
Nine Herbs Charm against poison reads:

The

"A worm came crawling,

it killed nothing/ For Woden took nine glory-twigs/ He smote
then the adder till it flew in nine parts."277

jn t^e Qer_

manic world, nine was a sacral number closely associated with
gods and kings.

Indeed, it appears prominently in Anglo-

Saxon law as the special "king's number."278
of asylum, for example,

-phe royal right

extends nine nights in King Aethelstan's

code, the same period as for an archbishop or a church.

An

eleventh-century law confirms this royal sanctuary and stipu
lates that the right could be extended beyond nine nights
by the king alone.

Moreover, a late Anglo-Saxon legal

Old English Poetry," Names I (1953),
Heroic Legend, p. 186.

158, rpt.

in Studies in

277'i^Tyrm com snican, toslat he man/ dha genam Woden
VIIII wuldortanas/ sloh dha naeddran, thaet heo on VIIII
tofleah . . ." 0. Cockayne, e d . , Leechdoms, Wortcunning, and
Starcraft. Rolls Series, Vol. XXXV (3 vols .1 London, 18641866) , TTl, p. 34.
The wuldortanas were most likely runic
staves of the sort which priests and kings cast for sacral
auspices:
de Vries, AGR, I, pp. 432-34; Philippson, Ger. H e i d .,
p. 153; Elliott, R u ne s, pp. 65-69.
For commentary on this
charm, see:
F. Grendon, "The Anglo-Saxon Charms," Journal of
American Folklore, XXII (1909), 148, 228; A. Sk emp, "The Old
English Charms,'1 Modern Language Review, VI (1911), 300-01.
278chaney, "Aethelberht’s Code and the King's Number";
idem., Cult of Kingship, pp. 107-09, 213-16; Turville-Petre,
Myth and Religion, ppT"49-71.
279iv Aethelstan 6 , in F. Attenborough, e d . , The Laws
of the Earliest English Kings (Cambridge:
University ^ress ,
1922), p . 149.
Be grithe and be m u n d e , in F, Liebermann, Die
Gesetze der Angelsachen (3 vols.; Halle:Niemeyer, 1898-1916),
I, p . 47 0, cited by Chaney, Cult of Kingship, p. 108. On equation
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treatise defines the "king's peace" as physically encompassing
"three miles and three furlongs and three linear acres and
nine feet and nine scaeftamunda (?) and nine barleycorns."
The fertility references used here to define the king's peace
as well as the specific term for this protection, handgrith,
again relate to this magico-priestly and bounty-bringing
sacrality of ancient tribal kingship now subsumed in AngloSaxon Heerkonigtum.^SO

However,

the fertility dimension of

Wodanistic kingship is admittedly difficult to define.

Cer

tainly enough Wodan cult-centers have been identified by
English place-name research to suggest that this deity's
worship had not been confined to aristocratic circles.
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Royal insignia and related symbolic emblems are
another major source for the religious ideology of early

of pagan temple, Christian church and royal palace as sacral
precincts:
ibid, pp. 73-77; Gronbech, Culture of the Teutons,
II, pp. 131-43 passim.
28Qp a x , in Liebermann, Gesetze, I, p. 390, cited by
Chaney, Cult of Kingship, p. 108"! Handgrith seems to derive
from the bounty and peace-bringing sacrality of the royal
hands:
W. Bonser, "The Magic of St. Oswald," Antiquity„
IX (1935), 418-23; Chaney, Cult of Kingship, pp"! 116, 214.
2^1-Philippson, Ger. Hei d. , pp. 156-61; Dickens,
"English Names and Old English Heathenism," Essays and Studies,
Vol. XIX (1934), pp. 154-55; Stenton, "Anglo-Saxon Heathenism,"
pp. 294-96; Margaret Gelling, "Place-Names and Anglo-Saxon
Paganism,” University of Birmingham Historical Journal, VIII
(1961), 10-13.
Chaney suggests that the Wodan-sprung king's
central role in seasonal festivals made his people dependent
on this deity for subsistence (Cult of Kingship, p. 35);
see further:
Philippson, Ger. H e i d ., pp~ 155-56; de Vries,
A G R , II, pp. 76-78; Grimm, TM, I, "pp. 154-57.
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Germanic kingship.

For the Anglo-Saxons, special attention

must be given to the grave-goods from Sutton H o o , a mag
nificent ship-burial generally regarded today as a cenotaph
erected in the mid-seventh century to a member of the East
Anglian royal clan, the Wuffingas.

Its rich contents fall

into several categories, but the most significant for this
investigation is the group of ceremonial items including
an iron standard and stone scepter deposited as an integral
unit along the west wall of the chamber.-82

In fact, Sutton

2 ^ F o r illustrations of these items, see:
R. BruceMitford, The Sutton Hoo Ship-Burial:
A Provisional Guide
(1947, rev"! ed! 1956; London:
Trustees of the British
Museum), pp. 13-19; C. Green, Sutton Hoo:
The Excavation of
a Royal Ship-Burial (New York:
Barnes & Noble, 1963), p p .
66-71 and plates viii-xi.
These ceremonial objects sty
listically reflect the probable Swedish origin of the Wuf
fingas, whose eponymous ancestor (Wuffa, c. 550) may well
have been a member of the Old Uppsala stiros r egia: BruceMitford, ,fThe Sutton Hoo Ship-Burial," in Hodgkin, History
of the Anglo-Saxons, II, Appendix, pp. 720-24.
For interpretive accounts of these regalia, see:
Daisy Martin-Clarke, "Significant Objects at Sutton Hoo," in
The Early Cultures of North-West Europe. H. M. Chadwick
Memorial Studies, eds. C! Fox and B. DTckens (Cambridge:
University Press, 1950), pp. 109-19; Bruce-Mitford, "SuttonHoo," pp. 698-700, 707-708; Hauck, "Herrschaftszeichen," pp.
40-59; Berges and Gauert, "Die eiserne 'Standarte' und das
steinerne 'Szepter,'" pp. 238-80; Bosl, "Reges ex nobilitate,"
pp. 63-65; C. L. Wrenn, "Sutton Hoo and Beowulf,11 in M dlanges
de linguistique et de philologie (Paris:
Didier, 195^),
r p t . in An Anthology of Beowulf "Criticism, ed. L. Nicholson
(Notre D a m e : University of Notre Dame Press, 1963), pp. 31120; Wilson, Anglo-Saxons, p o . 40-47; Chaney, Cult of Kingship,
pp. 140-47; Wallace-Hadrill, "Graves of Kings," 179-81, 18793; idem., Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 69-71.
The British
Museum has reconstructed the standard, scepter, and helmet,
with hart and ring now placed atop the whetstone rather than
the standard.
This does not essentially alter the following
remarks on Anglo-Saxon kingship and animal symbolism.
See
Bruce-Mitford, "The Sutton Hoo Ship-Burial:
Comments on
General Interpretation," in Bruce-Mitford, Aspects of AngloSaxon Archaeology: Sutton Hoo and Other Discoveries (New
York!
Harper 6 Row Publishers, 1974), pp. 5-10, 37-40.
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Hoo has been classified as a specifically royal burial primarily on the basis of these remarkable symbolic objects.

283

Before proceeding to a discussion of these regalia,
it should be pointed out that the seventh-century Wuffingas
and their people had not yet fully cast aside their tradi
tional religious beliefs and practices.
reports that King Redwald

For example, Bede

(d. 624), after having received

baptism at the Kentish court, maintained altars to both
Christ and the old gods to whom he offered traditional sac
rifice.

Moreover, when Redwald fell in battle,

the

^ ^ B r u c e - M i t f o r d , "General Interpretation," pp. 5-17;
Wilson, Anglo-Saxons, p. 46; Chaney, Cult of Kingship, p. 100;
Wallace-Radrill, Early Germanic Kingship, p. 70.
Compare
Sutton Hoo with early medieval princely burials in England
and on the Continent:
Leeds, Anglo-Saxon Settlements, pp.
66-67; Bruce-Mitford, "General I n t e r p r e t a t i o n p p . T-4;
W. Schulz, Leune. Ein germanischer Bestattungsplatz der
spatromischerT Kaiserzeit. Dt.Ak.d.Wiss., S e k .£.Vor-und
Fruhgesch., Vol. 1 (Berlin, 1953); F. Stein, Adelsgraber der
achten Jahrhunderts in Deutschland. Germanischer Denkmaler”
des Volkerwanderungszeit; S e r . A,- V o l . IX (Berlin:
W. De
Gruyter, 1967).
Only the grave of Childeric I and several
other recently discovered Frankish royal burials of the sixth
century approach the symbolic content of Sutton K o o ; see
infra, notes 328, 380-81.
2®^Bede, Hist. , i i .15:
"Mam /Redwaldy rediens domum,
ab uxore sua et quibusdam perversis aoctoriFus seductus est
. . . atque in eodem fano et altare haberet ad sacrificium
Christi et arulam ad victimas daemoniarum." This implies a
Christian altar was added to a pagan sanctuary where various
gods were worshipped.
Note that Redwald seems to have used
the old religion for political ends, i.e., to emerge as
bretwalda in his own right:
Mayr-Harting, Coming of ChristianityT~~PP■ 25, 65-67.
Bruce-Mitford identifies this tanum
and the Sutton Hoo burial ground with the Wuffingas' royal
seat at Rendlesham, and points to the customary proximity of
royal palace and pagan temple in the Germanic North:
"Saxon
Rendlesham," in Aspects, pp. 73-95; H.-E. Liden, "From Pagan
Sanctuary to Christian Church," Norwegian Archaeological

i
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entire kingdom reverted to its ancestral gods.

Although

Redwald's successors included several devout Christian kings,
a strong pagan element is still visible in both aristocratic
and popular circles until nearly the end of the century.

00

The gods to whom Redwald and his clan sacrificed are never
identified, but the East Anglian royal genealogy clearly
proclaims Wodan as divine ancestor.

Indeed, this royal

family's special tie with Wodan was perhaps expressed in
its traditional name, the Wuffingas,

i.e., "people of the

wolf," one of Wodan's more prominent animal associations.^87

Review, II (1969), 3-21; 0. Olsen, "Vorchristliche Heiligtiimer
in Nordeuropa," in Vorgeschichtliche Heiligtumer und Opferplatze, ed. Jankuhn, pp. 274-78.
235gecie, H i s t . , ii.15; see also ibid., i i .5 , iii,7;22
for further instances of apostasy which demonstrate the vital
connection between royal and popular religiosity.
See Kuhn,
"Konig und Volk in der germanischen Bekehrungsgeschichte,"
ZDA, LXXVII (1940), 1-11; Chaney, Cult of Kingship, pp.
T^-67.
-------------------------------- “
See, e.g., how King Sigebert was forced from
monastic retirement and carried into battle beside his rela
tive, King Ecgric, in order to "foster the morale of the
fighting men" (Bede, H i s t ., iii.18), or King Oswy's battlevow for victory and his Initial attempts to bribe Penda with
"an incalculable quantity of regalia and presents" (ibid.,
iii.24; Chronicle, an. 654).
Chaney, Cult of Kingship, p. 100.
^ ^ S we et , ed. , Oldest English T e x ts , p. 171.
Bede's
Wuffing king-list is free of any pagan coloration but directly
follows his reference to Redwald1s cult-practices (Hist.,
ii.15; cf. Nennius, H i s t . Brit., lix). Stenton, "East
Anglian Kings of the Seventh Century," in The Anglo-Saxons,
ed. P. Clemoes (London:
Bowes & Bowes, 1959), p p . 43-52.
For Wodan's wolf attributes, see:
Grimm, TM, I, pp.
147-48; Hofler, "Verwandlungskulte," 110-11; de V r T e s , A G R ,
II, pp. 55, 61, 285; Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, pp.
60-61; Werner, "Tiergestaltige Heilsbilder und germanische
Personennamen,"DV, XXXVII (1963), 379-80; Muller, Theriomorphen Personennamen, pp. 4-10, 196-201, 212-18 pa ss im ;
Hauck, "Bilddenkmaler.
- Zur Religion," 583-86.
Mote the
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The Sutton Hoo standard is an iron pole over six feet
in length, surmounted by a bronze hart-image standing atop
an iron ring.^88

Beneath the ring, four short arms terminate

in miniature bulls' heads; about twelve inches below, similar
bulls' heads form the corners of an iron grill.
only Anglo-Saxon standard yet discovered,

This is the

though there are

literary references to royal banners with various animal
emblems.However,

it is likely that the Sutton Hoo

standard belongs to a type known to have been prominently
employed by a nearly contemporary king, Edwin of Northumbria
(d. 632).

Bede observes that banners

(vexilla) were borne

before this mighty ruler in battle, and that during his

remains of a small wolf-headed staff found at Sutton H o o :
Bruce-Mitford, "Sutton Hoo," pp. 699-700; Hauck, "Herrschaftszeichen," p. 51.
^^Bruce-Mitford, "Sutton Hoo," pp. 698-700; Hauck,
"Herrschaftszeichen," pp. 16-25 passim. But for the new
construction, see Bruce-Mitford, "General Interpretation,"
pp. 7-10.
It has recently been pointed out that the Sutton
Hoo hart represents that kind of stag called a "royal" after
its antlers:
Juliet Clutton-Brock, "The Animal Resources,"
in The Archaeology of Anglo-Saxon England, ed. D. M. Wilson
(London: Methuen & Co., Ltd., 19 76), p . 390.
^^^Boar-banners: Beowulf, 1. 2152; ed. F. Klaeber
(3rd ed . ; Boston:
D. C. Heath & C o ., 1950); Elene, 1. 259;
ed. G, Krapp, The Vercelli Book (New York:
Columbia Univer
sity Press, 1932).
Dragon-banners: Henry of Huntington,
History of the English, iv.19, vi.13; ed. T. Arnold.
Rolls
Series, Vol. LXXIV (London, 1879), pp. 121, 184.
See further:
Beck, Ebersignum, pp. 37-39; F. Wild, Drachen im 'Beowulf
und anHere Drachen, S B .d.Ost.Ak.d.Uiss” P h i l .-Hist.K l .,
23875 (Vienna, 1932), pp. 44-46; J. Tatlock, "The Dragons
of Wessex and Wales," Speculum, VIII (1933), 223-35; Wrenn,
"Sutton Hoo and Beowulf," pp. 317-18; Chaney, Cult of King
ship , pp. 124-28.
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peacetime circuits, "that kind of standard which the Romans
call tufa but the English tuuf" marked Edwin's progress.29®
If this standard was the special insigne of an Anglo-Saxon
bretwalda, it may well have been akin to the ceremonial
standard deposited at Sutton Hoo.
In Germanic tradition, the hart is closely linked
with kings and deities.

King Hrothgar in Beowulf names his

great new hall after the hart

(Heorot < OE. h e o r t , "hart");

h a r t - h o m s or heads may have hung upon its walls. 291

The

hart seems to have been connected most closely with the god
W o d a n ,292 though there were other, perhaps older, fertility

29^Bede, Hi st . , ii.16; see Bruce-Mitford, "General
Interpretation," pp. 11-17.
While animal signa did of course
appear in Imperial armies, there are no direct Roman parallels
to the form and symbolism of the Sutton Hoo standard.
Indeed,
Roman tufae were probably first employed by Germanic auxil
iaries"!
CEaney, Cult of Kingship, pp. 141-43.
Also note the
significant connection between standard, banners and royal
tumuli, e.g., the gold and purple banner erected over Oswald's
grave (Bede, H i s t ., iii.ll).
291Beowulf, 11. 67-70, 76-79, 81-82:
"Him on mod
bearn/ thaet healr'eced hatan wolde/ medoaern micel men
gewyrean/ thone yldo bearn aefre gefrunon . . . Kim on fyrste
gelomp/ aedre mid yldum, thaet hit weardh ealgearo/ healaerna
maest; scop him Heort naman/ se the his wordes geweald wide
haefde . . . Sele hlifade/ heah ond horngeap." See (x%rith
caution):
G. Sarrazin, "Die Hirsch Halle," Anglia, XIX (1897),
368-92; also:
Chaney, Cult of Kingship, pp. 130-32; Muller,
Theriophoren Personennamen, pp. 67-68; Bruce-Mitford, "Saxon
Rendlesham," p.
292E.g., a special hart named Eikthyrnir is said to
stand atop Odin's hall, and the god bears the bynames j a l g r ,
elgr. The hart's role as guide to the realm of the dead
(psychopompos) is often ascribed to Wodan as leader of the
Wild H u n t . See de Vries, A G R , I, p. 364; W. Peuckert, "Hirsch,"
HWDA, ed. Bachtold - Staubli"' I V , cols. 92-97; Hauck, "Herrschaftszeichen," pp. 19-21; Muller, Theriophoren Personennamen,
pp. 204-205; Chaney, Cult of Kingship, p ." 130; Branston, Lost
Gods of England, pp. 94-96; de V r i e s , "Konigtum," 309.
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and dioscuric associations.^93

m ight be recalled that

stag-hunting long continued to be a special occupation of
medieval kings.

Indeed, some very

curious

hunting incidents

involving harts and later medieval rulers have pronounced
ritual overtones.
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The Sutton Hoo scepter is essentially a two-foot long
whetstone rod which narrows at either
lobed knobs,

end

to

red-painted

each of which is topped by shallow bronze cups.

Just below both knobs are four anthropoidal faces wearing
various styles of beards and tores.
elaborate decoration,

Considering this object’s

involved symbolism, and apparent lack

of practical use, it is generally regarded as a ceremonial

293philippson, Ger. H e i d ., pp. 90-91; Peuckert,
"Hirsch," cols. *99-107; Gelling and Hilda Davidson, Rites and
Symbols, pp. 123-24; Ward, Divine T wi ns , p. 43.
Daisy Martin-Clarkp (on. c i t .) emphasized the stan
dard' s "solar symbolism" and its stylistic affinity to
ancient animal standards of the Steppes.
Bruce-Mitford
concurs and hazards the suggestion that it was actually un 
earthed in the Caucasus and acquired by a migrating Germanic
royal family ("General Interpretation," p. 61 n. 35).
For
some examples, see:
K. Jettmar, Art of the Steppes, trans.
Ann Keep (Hew York:
Crown Publishers, Inc., 1967), pp. 98,
160, 230-33 passim. Others hold that the Sutton Hoo standard
represents the Germanic World-Tree:
Berges and Gauert, _
"Eiserne 'Standarte'," p. 248; Schramm, " ’M yt h o s 1 des Konigtums," p. 71.
Ritual foliage or banners may in fact have
hung from the grills:
Bruce-Mitford, "General Interpretation,"
p. 16. Assuming the British Museum is correct in its recent
reconstructions, the small bulls' heads assume particular
significance, see infra, notes 377, 379.
29^Described in Gelling and Hilda Davidson, Rites
and Symbols, pp. 174-75; see also E. K. Chambers, Mediaeval
Stage, 1, p p . 130-42, 256-63 passim; Dick, Wachstumlichen R e i l ,
p p . 404-19.
These medieval festivals could as well be survivals of ancient fertility cults.
Horned animals appear on
North Germanic rock-carvings and bracteates from prehistoric
times to the sixth century AD.
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scepter of the Wuffing

c l a n .

^95

here be observed that

the common form of medieval scepter, modeled on the short
Roman sceptrum, only appeared in the West after the ninth
century.

On the other hand, the early Germanic scepter

seems to have been either the spear of the long-staff.
noted previously,

As

the royal long-staff tradition can be

linked with early Germanic seers and priests, while the spear
was Wodan's special weapon.

JQfi.

Interpretation of the Sutton Hoo scepter's symbolism
has centered on the remarkable series of faces and their
particular iconography.

Hauck, for example, pointed to the

significant role that long-beards and tores such as appear
on this scepter have played in myths and cults of Wodan.
The Anglo-Saxon scepter, he concluded,

is thus a cultic

^Bruce-Mitford, "Sutton Hoo," pp. 698-99; Wilson,
Anglo-Saxons, pp. 45-46; for illus. see Green, Sutton H o o ,
plate ix.
Several smaller whetstones with faces have been
found in Celtic zones; the royal graves of Old Uppsala
yielded some functional examples:
ibid., p. 69; BruceMitford, "General Interpretation," p~! 7. The visual effect
of the Sutton Hoo scepter now surmounted by hart and ring is
awesome indeed (ibid., plate 1).
Bruce-Mitford notes that
the terminal cup would fit perfectly on the king's knee
(ibid., p . 6).
2^^Schramm, Herrschaftszeichen, II, pp. 493-501;
Berges and Gauert, "Eiserne Standarte," pp. "2*63-66; de Vries,
A G R , II, pp. 49, 60, 374; Gelling and Hilda Davidson, Rites
and Symbols, pp. 147-49-.
Early medieval coronation ordlnes
mention only the short-type scepter but the Benedictionalsdo sometimes depict the long-staff scepter (bacalus) . The
long-staff may tie a later variant of the spear:
Chaney,
Cult of Kingship, pp. 145-47.
For illus. of such staffs with
human and animal faces, see Berges and Gauert, "Eiserne Stan
darte," pp. 266-67; Todd, Barbarians, p. 26.
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"ancestor-staff" of the Wodan-sprung Wuffing line and its
faces represent the royal

f o r e b e a r s .

^97

More recently, an

interesting attempt was made to identify the Sutton Hoo
scepter with Thor-worship.^98

t^s major difficulty with this

argument is that Thor (OE. Thunor) apparently rose to promi
nence during the Viking Age, and even then was not regarded
as a specifically sovereign deity.

Sutton Hoo belongs to a

seventh-century milieu and the ceremonial items most likely
to an even earlier period.
*

The well-documented ancestral

Wodan-cult within the East Anglian Wuffing clan remains
very strong evidence for a Wodanistic symbolic interpretation
of the Sutton Hoo whetstone scepter.
Finally,

the Sutton Hoo helmet also bears significant

scenes and symbols which reflect the complex nature of AngloSaxon royal sacrality.

Well over a century old at its

297Hauck, "Halsring und Ahnenstab," pp. 198-210;
idem., "Herrschaftszeichen," pp. 51-58; Berges and Gauert,
’’Eiserne Standarte," pp. 276-78; Schramm, "'Mythos' des
Konigtums," p. 71; H. Geisslinger, "Soziale Schichtungen in
den Opferdepots der Volkerwanderungszeit," in Vorgeschichtliche Heiligtiimer und Qpferplatze, ed. Jankuhn, p p . 201-04.
298s. L. Cohen, "The Sutton Hoo Whetstone," Speculum,
XLI (1966), 466-70.
Cohen points to the incident from ihormythology wherein the god battles the giant Hrungnir, whose
whetstone missile lodges in T h o r 's head; see de Vries, A G R ,
II, pp. 133-37; Hilda Davidson, Gods and M y t h s , pp. 41,
79; Branston, Lost Gods of England', pT 122.
He also suggests
that the scepter's red lobes could represent Thor's red
hair, and that the four-faces motif is reminiscent of the
Thor-idol, destroyed by King Olaf, which was daily offered
four loaves of bread (i.e., for four mouths?).

211
deposit, this helmet was clearly a ceremonial item, a care
fully preserved heirloom of the Wuffing

c l a n .

^9

The most

important features for our purposes are its prominent animal
imagery and the band of cultic panel-scenes circling the
base of the head-piece.
In the first instance, bronze boar-heads surmount
each of the helmet's eye-sockets, just about the cheekguards.

The only other Anglo-Saxon helmet yet discovered,

the Benty Grange helmet,
standing boar.^1^

is crested by a magnificent free

The Sutton Hoo cenotaph in fact contained

29^The helmet and shield were already rusted and
repaired at burial.
Bruce-Mitford, "Sutton Hoo," p. 724;
Wrenn, "Sutton Hoo and Beowulf , " pp. 318-19.
For illus.
see:
Bruce-Mitford, "The Sutton Hoo Helmet - A New Recon
struction," in Aspects, plate 47; Branston, Lost Gods of
England, p. 8 6 . the Sutton Hoo helmet most closely
resembles Swedish models of the Vendel Period (c. 500-700 AD)
and may well have been brought from southern Sweden by the
first Wuffings:
Bruce-Mitford, "General Interpretation,"
pp. 51-57.
For illus. and commentary (Vendel):
D. M.
Wilson, The Vikings and Their Origins (London:
Thames &
Hudson, 1970), ppT 50-51;
Beck, Ebersignum, pp. 20-24; F.
Klingender, Animals in Art and Thought, to the End of the
Middle A g e s , e d s . Evelyn Antal and J. Harthan (Cambridge, MA:
M. I. T. Press, 1971), pp. 122-23.
300gruce_^£cford and Marilyn Luscombe, "The Benty
Grange Helmet," in Aspects, pp. 223-49; R. M. Chambers,
Beowulf, pp. 358-601 Beck, Ebersignum, pp. 14-15.
Germanic
crested helmets are known from Early Halstatt times, and are
reported as early as the second century BC among the Cimbri:
"Their horsemen, fifteen thousand strong, rode out in solendid
style, with helmets made to resemble the maws of frightful
wild beasts or the heads of strange animals which, with their
towering crest of feathers, made their wearers appear taller
than they really were." Plutarch, Ma r i u s , xxxv.
See further:
S. Piggott, Ancient Europe (Chicago"! Al'd'ine Publishing Co. ,
1965), pp. 1FS"! 195, 23 9l Klindt-Jensen, Denmark 3efor.e the .
Vikings, pp. 74-75; A. Alfoldi, "Cornuti," Dunbarton Oaks
PapersT No. 13 (1959), pp, 175-76.
---------------
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a total of ten boar motifs.

There is significant evidence

that boar insignia were credited with apotropaic powers by
the early Germans.

Tacitus,

for instance, noted that the

North Sea Aesti wore votive boar-emblems as protection in
battle.

301

The Beowulf poem contains several important

references to helmets protected by the boar.
Geats approach Heorot,

Thus as the

"Boar-heads glittered on glistening

helmets/ Above the cheek-guards gleaming with gold/ Bright
and fire-hardened, the boar held watch/ Over the column of
302
marching men."
Beowulf himself wears a boar-helm in his
battle with Grendel's mother:

"A gleaming helmet

Early Germanic helmets were costly and scarce items
probably reserved to duces and reges as signs of rank.
Some
were imported from the south and modified, like the cavalry
helmet with eye-mask from the rich Thorsberg sacrificial
deposit in Schleswig.
The conical Spangenhelm type with its
Iranian affinities became common after the fourth century AD,
especially in Alamannic areas:
V. Kellermann, Germanische
Altertumskunde. Grundlagen der Germanistik, I (Berlin:
ET Schmidt Verlag, 1966), pp. 111-12; Jankuhn, "Herrschaftszeichen," pp. 105-11; Todd, Barbarians, pp. 102, 110-111;
Thompson, Early Germans, pp. 1.11-13.
Tacitus, Germania, xlv:
"/Aestii/ matrem deum
venerantur; insigne superstitionis formas aprorum gestant:
id pro armis omnique tutela securum deae cultorem etiam inter
hostis praestat;" c f . idem., His t. , iv.22.
Marcomannic boarstandards appear on the relief-panels of an Imperial sar
cophagus, while the Germanic tribal cuneus-formation was
itself nicknamed "swine's head" by the Romans, perhaps after
its boar-signa: Todd, Barbarians, p. 106; Muller, Theri
ophoren Personennamen, p p . 1S4-1T5; Chaney, Cult of Kingship,
pt 124.
•^^^Beovmlf, 11. 303-306:
"Eorforlic scionon/ ofer
hleorber(g)an gehroden golde/ fah ond fyrheard- ferwearde
heold/ guthmod grimmon."
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guarded his head . . ./ Skillfully fashioned, beset with the
boar/ That no blade of battle might bite it through."303
Indeed, it is likely that early medieval boar-helmets
evolved stylistically and historically from cultic boarmasks used in Germanic tribal festivals.
to stylized, set positions,

Though relegated

such boar-signa continued to

impart diving protection upon their wearers.

303ibid., 11. 1448, 1452-54:
"ac se hwita helm
hafelan werede . . ./ wundrum teode/ besette swinlicum
thaet hinc sydhthan no/ brond ne beadomecas bitan ne meahtan."
See further:
A. T. Hatto, "Snake Swords and Boar-Helms in
Beowulf," English Studies, XXXVIII (1957), 155-56.
Boar
slgna■ were apparently specially hardened:
Beowulf, 11.
1111-12, "swyn eal-gylden/ eofer iren-heard.71 Bruce-Mitford,
"A Note on the Word wala in Beowulf," in As pects, pp. 210-13.
The early Germanic crown was the helmet:
Gr i m m , D t . Rechtsaltertumer, I, pp. 334-34; Schramm, Herrschaftszeichen, I I ,
pp*! 389-95.
The king as "helmet of his people" is a common
kenning (e.g., Beowulf, 11. 371, 2381, 2462).
H. van der
Merwe Scholtz, The Kenning in Anglo-Saxon and Old Horse
Poetry (Utrecht"!
N"!
V . Oekker & van de V e g t , 1927) , p . 91;
Chaney, Cult of Kingship, pp. 137-39.
304i4euli, "Maske," cols. 1845-49; Hatto, "Boar-Helms,"
157-59; Alfoldi, " C o m u t i , " p. 176; Muller, Theriophoren
Personennamen, pp. 212-13; Gelling and Hilda Davidson, R.ites
and Symbols, p. 165.
The Grave 14 Vendel helmet has boar figures above the
eye-guards and a stylized boar above the nose; a warrior
wearing a tusked helmet with legless boar-crest also appears
on its panel-scene.
The famous Grave 1 helmet-plate depicts
a Wodanistic rider with gaping animal-helmet, surmounted by
what appears to be a tusked boar:
Wilson, Vikings, p. 50;
Klingender, Animals, pp. 122, 124.
O E . g r im a, "visor"
(beadgrima, "helmet" Beowulf, 1. 2257) means also "mask,"
and note the Wodanistic associations of the term:
van der
Merwe Scholtz, Kenning, p. 79; Stenton, "Anglo-Saxon Heathen
ism," pp. 295-961 H a t to , "Boar-Helms," 159; Chaney, Cult of
Kingship, p. 37; Margaret Gelling, "Place-Names," 13-14.
The Sutton Hoo helmet's mask form is very pronounced.
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In North Germanic religious tradition, the boar was
sacred to a succession of fertility (Vanic) deities, e.g.,
the Aesti's matrem deum, Nerthus, Freyr and Frey.

305

It has

been pointed out that the Swedish royal clan, the Ynglinger,
claimed descent from Frey and was credited with this deity's
bounty-bringing powers.

Swedish kings are reported to take

oath and even to divine upon the Yule boar's head and bristles,
and to regard their ancestral boar-helmets
valued royal treasure.

as

the most

Yet it would be unwarranted to

contend that all such boar-signa were tied to the worship of
Frey and the Vanir, since Wodan has several, albeit minor,
boar attributes as w e l l . ^ ^

Nonetheless, one may reasonably

conclude that as the sacral boar image guarded its wearer,
so the royal boar-helmet, a dramatic identifying emblem,
J JFreyr and Frey are said to ride upon their special
boars named Hildisvini ("Battle-swine") and Gullinbursti
("Gold-bristles"). At the great Midwinter (Yule) festivals
of ancient Sweden, the largest boar (sonargoltr) was sacri
ficed to these deities for a prosperous year.
Freyr also has
a boar-name (Syr) and can grant her worshippers boar form.
See, in general;
Grimm, TM, I, pp. 50-52, II, p. 6 6 6 ; de
Vries, A G R , I, p. 367, II, pp. 307-11; Hilda Davidson, Gods
and M y t h s , pp. 98-99; Gelling and Hilda Davidson, Rites and
Symbols7~ P P • 164-66.
For Frey and Freyr-worship in AngloSaxon England, see:
Philippson, Ger. H e i d . , pp. 132-35; E.
Ekwall, "Some Notes on English Place-Names Containing Names
of Heathen Deities," Englische Studien, LXX (1935-1936), 57-59;
Chaney, Cult of Kingship, pp. 50-51; (with extreme caution);
Branston, Lost Gods of England, pp. 138-55.
On early medieval
boar-sacrifice among the Germans, see Beck, Ebersignum, pp. 56-65.
306yor example, King Athils owned the helmets "Battleboar" and "War-swine." Heidrek and his retinue took oath upon
the sonargoltr; the rite was also used in divinisation: Beck,
Ebersignum, pp. 183-95 passim; Chaney, Cult of Kingship,
pp". 124-25.
*
3 ^ S a x o Grammaticus notes the boar's head as an emblem
of Wodan:
Oliver and F. York Powell, trans., The Nine Books
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signified the k i n g ’s role of battle-protector.

Indeed, the

boar's ties to Freyr and Wodan-worship express just that
combination of bounty-bringing and martial or protective
attributes encompassed by early Germanic sacral kingship
beliefs.
The Sutton Hoo helmet’s panel-scenes are also sig
nificant indices of East Anglian royal sacrality.

Two

frontal panels depict twin dancing warriors brandishing pairs
of spears and swords.

Each of these warriors wears a helmet

which is crested by large, curved horns with birds-head
terminals.

These as well as similar figures from the

Swedish helmet-plates

(Valsgarde; Old Uppsala) and the

Torslunda helmet-dies,308 are evidently engaged in the SwordDance, a ritual which appears very prominently in early

of the Danish History of Saxo Grammaticus (2 vols.; Lon do n:
Norroena Society"] 1905) , I , p . xli~
Odin has the boar-name
Thror; his men feast nightly on the ever-replenishing flesh
of the boar Saehrimnir:
de Vries, A G R , II, pp. 7, 76, 379;
Gelling and Hilda Davidson, Rites and~Symbols, p. 165.
Ger
manic boar-signa thus conveyed a totality of fertility and
martial attributes. It is not a matter of an initial fer
tility association expanding to include warrior attributes,
nor should we think in terms of the boar's natural qualities,
i.e., its reputation for fertility and ferocity.
Beck,
Ebersignum, pp. 1-3, 30-31, 68-69.
308por U l u s , and commentary, see:
Hauck, "Herrschaftszeichen,11 pp. 40-49; Branston, Lost Gods of England,
pp. 87, 89; Bruce-Mitford, "General Interpretation, pp.
39-40, 44-45.
Also:
Hauck, "Germanische Bilddenkmaler,”
360-63; idem., "Bilddenkmaler:
Zur Heldensage," R G A , ed.
Hoops, Il~i ^91-93; Beck, Einige vendelzeitlichen Bilddenk
maler und die literariscEI"Uberlieferung. SB.d.bay.A k .d.
W i s s. , Phil.-Hist.K l . , 6 (Munich, 1964); A. Margaret A re nt ;
"The Heroic Pattern:
Germanic Helmets, Beowulf, and Grettis
Saga," in Old Morse Literature and Mythology, ed. E. Polome
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Germanic battlefield ceremonies and the initiation rites of
Wodanistic warrior cult-societies

(Mannerbiinde) ,309

The

Torslunda-die scene, for example, portrays a horn-helmeted
dancer, nearly identical to those of the Sutton Hoo helmet,
confronting a large, wolf-masked figure.

This scene likely

represents Initiates or members of the Hannerbund wearing
masks, pelts, and engaged in sword-dance as they impersonated
and re-created various episodes of their divine patron's

(Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1969), pp. 130-99; BruceMitford, "Fresh Observations on the Torslunda Plates," in
Aspects, pp. 214-22; U. F.agberg, "Fundort und Fundgebiet der
Modeln”aus Torslunda," Friihmittelalterliche Studien, X (1976),
323.4 7 .
309piutarch, Ma r i u s , xix; Tacitus, His t. , v.X7; idem.,
Germania, xxiv; Saxo Grammaticus, Danish History, II, p . 371.
For the Sword-Dance, initiation, and Wodan-worship, see:
Hofler, Kultische Geheimbiinde, pp. 154-64; Hauck, "Herrschaftszeichen," pp. 48-49; cle Vries, A G R , I, pp. 79-80, II,
492-504; in general:
P. Sartori, "Schwerttanz," H W D A , ed.
Bachtold-Staubli, VII, cols. 1548-51; Beck, "Waffentanz und
Waffenspiel," in Festschrift Otto Hofler, I, pp. 1-16;
Margaret Arent, "Germanic Helmets," pp. 138-39.
However,
this ritual also had a place in early Germanic fertility and
dioscuric cults:
E. K. Chambers, Mediaeval Stage, I, pp.
132-204; Jessie Weston, Ritual to Romance, ppT 77-95; Hauck,
"Germanische Bilddenkmaler," 361; Wagner, "Doppelkonigtum,"
226-28; Violet Alford, Sword Dance and Drama (Philadelphia:
Dufour Editions, 1965), p p . 13-33, 20l-16; Ward, Divine
Twins, pp. 24-25.
The so-called "Finglesham Man" buckle discovered
only recently in Kent may afford further evidence of such
Wodanistic rites in Anglo-Saxon England:
Hilda Davidson,
"The Significance of the Man in the Horned Helmet," Antiquity,
XXXIX (1965), 23-27.
O E . battle-metaphors such as "swordplay," "at the plays of swords," (Beowulf, 11.1040, 1168)
should also be seen in this cultic context:
Hauck, "Herrschaftszeichen," p. 45; Wrenn, "Sutton Hoo and Beowulf,"
p. 320.
'

217
mythology.310

Another Sutton Koo helmet-panel depicts a

spear-wielding, mounted warrior trampling over his mail-clad
opponent, who plunges a long-sword into the approaching
horse's breast.

Above the rider's shoulder,

a small identical

figure grasps and guides the warrior's spear-shaft.

This

miniature figure has been plausibly identified as Wodan
himself, who grants battle-victory to his vowed men and then
Ol 1

dispatches them after a fixed term of life.
The iconography of Che Sutton Hoo ceremonial objects
thus reflects the several dimensions of early Germanic royal
sacrality.

Their predominately Wodanistic symbolism is a

significant expression of East Anglian Wodan-descent.
the religious symbolism of the Sutton Hoo regalia,

Indeed,

like the

pagan rites associated with early Anglo-Saxon kings, refers
to the two major sides of Wodan-worship.

The Sutton Hoo

objects are also striking evidence of the interaction between
early Germanic religious and political ideology.

310ln this case, Odin's battle with the Fenriswolf:
Hauck, "Kerrschaftszeichen," p. 47.
See further:
Meuli,
"Maske," cols. 1845-49; J. Przyluski, "Les confreries des
loups-garous dans les societes indo-europeenes," R.evue de
l'Histoire des Religions, CXXI (1940), 128-45; D i c k , Wachstumlichen H e i l , pp. 437-42; Widengren, Religionsohanomenologie,
ppl 599-604.
But Alfoldi ( " C o m u t i ," p . 176) and Margaret
Arent ("Germanic Helmets," pp. 136-37) have rejected a specific
Wodanistic interpretation.
3-^Hauck, "Herrschaftszeichen," pp. 41-42; idem.,
"Germanische Bilddenkmaler," 362.
Margaret Arent regards the
scenes as simply "apotropaic signa sacra" referring to ancient
martial rites that antedated systematized mythologies ("Ger
manic Helmets," pp. 142-45).
Hilda Davidson identifies the
eidolon as a Wodan-emissary: "Horned Helmet," 25, and see
Beck, Ebersignum, pp. 16-18, 27-28.
Germanic sword-dances
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The complex religious dimension of pre-Christian
Anglo-Saxon kingship is not unlike that of early Frankish
kingship.

However, the example of the Franks presents sig

nificant variations to the outline of early Germanic Heerkonigtum and its sacrality.

The Franks were a confederation

of small West Germanic tribes which had banded together
c. 200 AD along the lower Rhine.

It is possible that the

Frankish federation was successor to the Istvaonic cult-league,
as most Frankish sub-tribes were former members of this preMigration religious group.
especially prominent.^12

The Sicambri seem to have been
^he newly formed confederacy,

like

those of the Alamanni and Saxons to the south and north
respectively, wasted little time in launching bold land and
sea raids upon the Western Provinces.

By the close of the

third century, the Franks were divided into two general
geographic groups:

the so-called R.ipuarians of the middle-

Rhine around Cologne, and the lower-Rhineland Franks

and masked impersonations continued in aristocratic cirdles
into the High Middle Ages:
Hauck, "Genealogie und Gestalt
des staufischen L ud us ," 13-20.
312jm]_penh 0 f f ^
Alt., IV, pp. 119-24, 427-28; de
Vries, AGR, II, p. 35; M. Ihm,' "Franci," RE, eds. PaulyWissowa-Kroll, VII;1, cols. 82-83; Schiitte, Forefathers, II,
pp. 158-64; Schwarz, Stammeskunde, pp. 139 —42~j Mildenberger,
Kulturgeschichte, pp.- 85-^87"l Demougeot, Formation de 1'Europe,
p p . 472-73; and e s p . : R. Grand, Recherches' sur I'origine des~
Francs (Paris:
Payot, 1965), pp. 32-50.
The collective
name "Frank" ("The Free") denotes this federate structure:
Schwarz, Stammeskunde, p. 148; R. E. Keller, "The Language
of the Franks/' Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, XLVII
(1964), 111-12; H. J. Eggers, Deutsche SprachgescKicnte I
(Hamburg:
Rowohlt, 1963), pp. 29-30,

1

219
occupying abandoned Roman land in the Betuwe region (modern
Holland) as imperial dedititii.

During the fourth century,

the Salian tribe apparently assumed a leading role among the
latter Frankish group,

313

Constantius Chlorus and then Constantine led several
successful expeditions against the Salians, and in 358 Julianagain confirmed their settlement as dedititii in Toxandria.
While the Salians remained in relative peace for nearly a
century thereafter,

their Ripuarian brethren repeatedly

pillaged commercial towns of the middle Rhine during the
early fifth century.

With the nolitical disruptions set in

motion by the Hunnic invasion, however, Salian Franks again
began concentrated raids southward to the Somme, and ultimately
destroyed the last shadows of R.oman authority in Gaul (486). 314
The record of Frankish kingship in fact antedates the
Volkerwanderung, for several of the tribes that later formed

313-phus significantly shifting the league's structure
from that of a "federate-state" (Staatenbund) to one politically
dominated by a single tribe (Bundestaat) : Planitz-Eckhardt,
D t . Recht. , p. 44; Mildenberger"] Rulturgeschichte, p. 8 6 ;
Musset, Les invasions, p. 120.
I F is likely that the Salians
gathered-considerable prestige by mixing with the Sicambri,
a people long renowned for resistance to Rome.
See Grand,
L'Origine des Francs, pp. 32-34; Schwarz, Stammeskunde, p;
148 , and infra n .3f5~.
314sir Samuel Dill, Roman Society in Gaul in the
Merovingian Age (1926; rpt. New York:
Barnes & Noble, T n c .,
1966), p p . 3-16; Grand, L'Origine des Francs, pp. 41-60j
Musset, Les invasions, pp"! 122-24; C"! VerTTnden, "Frankish
Colonization:
A New Approach," Trans. Royal Hist. Soc.,
Vol. IV (1953), pp. 4-6.
C. Pfister, "The Franks before
Clovis," Cambridge Medieval History, I, pp. 292-300.
Wallace-Hadrill, Long-Haired Kings, pp. 149-53.
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the Frankish league were ruled by kings in Che pre-Migration
Age.

For example, in 8 BC, Augustus formally received the
Ol C

submission of the Sicambrian King Maelo.

The Bructeri

were also reportedly compelled to accept a Roman-supported
king after the dissolution of Civilis'

league.These

early Frankish tribes thereafter provided the -Empire with
auxiliary units led by their own kings.

Even after the

emergence of the Frankish league, such treaty-bound Frankish
troops supported the plans of m a n y an ambitious Roman general
to seize independent authority in the West.

Emperor Maximian,

on a punitive campaign against the usurper Carausius and his
Germanic allies, brought the Frankish King Gennobaudes and
his people under Roman suzereignty (287/238).

317

Independent

31^Augustus, Res Gestae Divi August!, vi.32; ed. F.
Shipley.
The Loeb Classical Library (London: Heinemann,
1961); Suetonius, Divus Augustus, xxi, in L i v e s , ed. J.
Rolfe.
The Loeb Classical Library (2 vols.; London:
Heinemann, 1964) I; ibid., Tiberius, ix.
Strabo calls Maelo
a war-chief (hegemon) and notes that his nephew took part in
Arminius' revolt (G'eog., vii.l).
See Demougeot, Formation de
1 1Europe, pp. 106, 299; Wells, German Policy of Augustus,
p p . 154-57; Grand, L'Origine des Francs" p p . 32-337
for the
Sicambri's early resistance to Roman expansion, see Caesar,
Gallic W a r , iv.16, vi.35 and Dio Cassius, Rom. H i s t ., xxxix.8 ,
x l .32.
STcambrian cohorts loyally served the Empire into the
third century AD:
Tacitus, Annals, iv.47, and see Mullenhoff,
D t . A l t ., IV, pp. 615-16 for collected epigraphic evidence.
316piiny^ Letters, ii.7; ed. U. Hutchinson.
The
Loeb Classical Library (7 vols.; London:
Heinemann, 1961) I;
Tacitus, Germania, xxxiii. See Schwarz, Stammeskunde, pp.
140-41; Thompson, Early Germans, pp. 92-937 Demougeot,
Formation de 1'Eur op e, pp. 143, 300.
3^Mamertinus , Panegyricus Maximiano Augusto Dictus ,
x; ed. E. Qalletier, in Panigyriques latins (3 volsT; Paris:
Soci£te D'Edition 'Les Belles Lattres,' 1949-1955) I; idem.,
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Franks who raided Gaul were harshly punished.

Constantine,

for example, pursued a Frankish force into Batavia; its
joint-kings Ascarius and Merogaisus were dragged to the
circus at Trier, tortured, and thrown to the wild beasts
( 3 0 6 ) . Again in 310, Constantine decimated a federate
Frankish army commanded by multiple warlords and decreed a
similar fate for the wretched captives.319
Despite such severities, the influx of Frankish
troops into Imperial service that began in the Dominate and
Tetrarchy increased during Constantine's reign, as individual
Franks assumed leading military and administrative posts.
Indeed, these Frankish leaders often combined the position
of tribal king with that of tribune, Master of the Soldiers
320
(magister militum), and even consul.
Ammianus Marcellinus

Panegyricus Genethliacus Maximiano Augusto Dictus, v; e d .
Galletier, P a n . La tV , X~.
See Kurth, Clovis , 1"^ p p . 75-76.
For Frankish troops in Postumus' "Gallic Empire": Scrip.
Hist. A u g ., Gallieni D u o , vii; as allies of Carausius:
Aurelius Victor, De Caesaribus, xxxix.20, cited by Grand,
L'Origine des Francs, p"! 537
•^■^Inc. Pan. Constantino Augusto Dictus (VII), x-xi;
ed. Galletier, Pan L a t ., II; Nazarius, Pan. Constantino
Augusto Dictus, x v i ; eH\ Galletier, Pan. L a t ., TT- Eutropius,
Breviarium, x.3.
319xnc. F a n - Const. (IX), xxii-xxiii; Nazarius, P a n .
Const., xviii”
See Kurth, Clovis, I, pp. 80-81.
■^^^Ammianus, His t . , xiv.11.21, xv. 5 .6 ,16 ,33 . See
Kurth, Clovis, I, pp. 50-53, 90-96; Dill, Merovingian G a u l ,
pp. 6-7; K. F. Stroheker, "Zur Rolie der Heermeister
frankischer Abstammung im spaten vierten Jahrhundert,"
Historia, IV (1955), 314-30; J. Vogt, The Decline of R o m e ,
Frans’! Janet Sondheimer (New York:
Praeger Publishers, 1969) ,
pp. 177-79, 182-83; M, Silber, The Gallic Royalty of the

222
refers rather contemptuously to this growing Frankish in
fluence ;321 in deed, toward the close of the fourth century,
many Frankish commanders had attained consular rank and
played decisive roles in Late Roman history.

Thus the

Frank Bauto rose to the consulship during Gratian's reign,
and Richomer bore a similar title in the East under
Theodosius I (384); the Frank Merobaudes was three times
consul (377, 383, 3 8 7 ) . Moreover,

the consul Arbogast,

Richomer's nephew, had sufficient prestige to openly defy
Valentinian II.

Supported by his devoutedly loyal troops,

Arbogast indeed disposed of the young emperor and raised a
Gallic rhetorician, Eugenius, to the purple (392).^23

These

Franks in Roman service represent a curious but significant
chapter in the history of early Frankish kingship.

Though

only a minority among Frankish chieftains, they vigorously
defended Romanitas through war-band leadership.

Their

Merovingians in Its Relationship to the 'Qrbis Terrarum
Romanus During the Fifth and Sixth Centuries ATT! Geist und
Werk der Zeiten, No. 25 (Bern-: ET L a n g , 1971) , pp. 31-32,
55-60, 115-16.
321-Ammianus , H i s t , , xv.5.11.
322z0simus, Hist., iv.33,53-54; see Stroheker, "Heermeister," 316-17, 324-29.
The consul Merobaudes was perhaps
an ancestor of the early fifth-century Gallic soldier-poet
Merobaudes:
F. M. Clover, Flavius Merobaudes:
A Translation
and Historical Commentary. Transactions of the American
Philos op hi c a I S o ci e ty , FTo. 61 (Philadelphia, 1971), pp. 7-8.
■^^Claudian, III Consulatu Honorii Augusti, lxvi;
idem., IV Con. H o n ., TxxTvl e d . M. Plautner, in Claudian,
Poems. The Loeb Classical Library (2 vols.; London:
Heine
mann, 1963) I; Zosimus, Hist., iv.54; Gregory of Tours, H i s t .
Franc., ii.9.
See Kurth, Clovis, I, pp. 113-15.
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careers strikingly demonstrate the mutual penetration of
Roman and Germanic cultures in the early medieval Rhineland.
Multiple rulership was very widespread among the
early Franks.

During the third and fou-rth centuries,

Frankish joint warlords may have been chosen only on the
Q O/
eve of a specific campaign.
The dual rulers Ascaric
and Merogaisus have already been mentioned.

Julian is said

to have negotiated with a number of upper-Rhineland
(Ripuarian) Frankish kings in his recovery of Cologne
(355/356).^25

Moreover, Gregory of Tours knew of the three

regales Genobaudes, Marcomer,

and Sunno who had led the

federate Frankish invasion of Germania II in 388.

Indeed,

there is some indication that the enmity engendered by
divided loyalties within Frankish leading clans had been a
significant factor in this campaign.^26

L a t .,II.

324inc. Pan. Const. (IX), xxii; e d . Galletier, P a n .
See Thompson, Early Germans, pp.
13-14.

325AmmianU s , H is t . , xvi.3.2; Julian, Letter to the
Senate and People of At he ns , 278-79; ed. W. C” Wr ig h t ,in
The Works of tke Emperor Julian. The Loeb Classical Library
(3~vols.; London:Heinemann, T959) , II; Libanius, Orations,
x vi ii .46; ed. A. F. Norman, in Libanius: Selected Works.
The Loeb Classical Library (3 v o l s .; London: Heinemann,
1969) I.
See G. Ricciotti, Julian the Apostate, trans. M.
Costelloe (Milwaukee:
The Bruce Publishing CoT, 1960).
326Qreg0ry Q f Tours, Hi st . F ra nc ., ii.9, quoting the
lost History of Sulpicius Alexander; c£. Lib. Hist. Fr anc.,
iv.
Paulinus of Milan records the banquet held between these
Franks and the Roman general Arbogast (himself a Frank):
Vita Ambrosii, xxxix, quoted by Grand, L'Origine des Fr an cs ,
p~! 36; Kurth, Clovis, pp. 113-15.
Stilich'o" finally did away
with Marcomer and Sunno c. 395:
Claudian, De Consulatu
Stilichonis, i. 241-45; ed. Plautner, Claudian, Poenis~j T.

224

The Salian Franks, meanwhile, had threatened
Toxandria c. 350 until they were repulsed by Julian (358).
Among the participants in the subsequent peace accord were
a Salian tribal king and a tribal legation.

It may be sur

mised that early Salian k i n g s , like their Ripuarian counter
parts, had also acted as warlords in this campaign.^27
Toward the middle of the fifth century, the Salians launched
renewed attacks to the south.

Their raiding parties were

commanded by retinue-leaders drawn from the Merovingian
royal clan.

One such leader, King Clodio, seems to have

been especially prominent.

Aetius and his general Majorian

routed Clodio's camp at "Vicus Helena"
not halt the Salian advance.

(c. 448)^28 but did

Gregory of Tours relates the

tradition that Clodio had captured Cambrai and taken the

3272osj_mus> H i s t . , iii.6 ; Ammianus, H i s t . , xvii.8.3.
Constantius Chlorus reportedly had installed some pro-P.oman
"kinglets" among the Salians after his expeditions of 341/342:
Libanius, Or a t., lix.127.
See L. Schmidt, "Aus den Anfangen
des salfrankischen Konigtums," K l i o , XXXIV (194-2), 306-307;
Verlinden, "Frankish Colonization," p. 5. Forty years later,
Stilicho made an armed progress down the Rhine into Salian
territory, installed several (?) pro-Roman kings, and observed
this people's settled ways:
Claudian, De C o n . Stil., i.202-38;
see Grand, L'Origine des Francs, pp. 33-34, 56-57; Freeman,
Fifth Century, pp. 14-19.
Apollinaris, Poems and Letters; Carra.,
v,211-30.
The Salians were in the midst of a marriage cere
mony.
For identification of "Vicus Helena":
Verlinden,
"Frankish Colonization," pp. 11-12; Uallace-Hadrill, LongHaired Kings, pp. 158-59;'E. Will, "Remarques sur la fin de
la domination romaine dans le nord de la Gaule," Revue du
Nord, XLVIII (1966), 517-25.
On King Clodio in general”
see:
0. Seeck, "Chlogio," RE, eds. Pauly-Wissowa-Kroll,
III;2, cols. 2347-48; Kurth, Clovis, I, po, 167-81; Schmidt,
"Anfangen," 308-09.
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territory up to the Somme.

■J1Q

At the same time, other

members of Clodiors family were setting themselves up as
district-kings in Belgica Secunda.

For example, Merovech I

(d. 457) was established in the Gallo-Roman stronghold of
Tournai.

There is some evidence that this Salian king had

won his position in a dispute with an older brother by
making a pact with Aetius and fighting beside the renowned
Roman general at the battle which halted Attila's advance
into the West.^30

Other

Merovingian

kings were apparently

well established at Tongres and in the Neckar region at
Q O1
this time. J
However, it was Merovech's son and successor

Gregory of Tours, Hist. F ra nc ., ii.9.
The Liber
Historiae Francorum, v, asserts that Clodio captured Tournai;
but he may not have held it very long.
It seems likely that
Clodio in fact led the renewed Salian attacks of 455:
Sidonius Apollinaris , Poems and Letters; C ar m. vii. 372-73.
See Schmidt, "Anfangen," 308; F. Vercauteren, Etude sur les
civitates de la Belgique Seconde (Brussels:
Palais des
Academies , 1934) , p p . 208-10 , 2716-37 .
330priscus Panites, F r a g ., xvi; trans. C. D. Gordon,
The Age of Attila (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan, I960),
pi 10o. Merovech1s presence at the Catalaunian Plains can
be inferred by a collation of texts:
Fredegar, Chron., iii.ll;
Jordanes, Getica, xxxvi-xli.
See Kurth, Clovis, I, pp. 186-87;
Schmidt, "Anfangen," 309; Pfister, "Franks before Clovis,”
p. 297; Bury, Invasion, p. 222; F. Funck-Brentano, The Earliest
Times, trans. El Buckley (New York:
G. P. Putnam's Sons,
1927), p. 217; Thompson, A History of Attila and the Huns
(1948; rpt. Westport, C T :Greenwood Press, 1975) , p o . TJ4,
142; Wallace-Hadrill, Long-Haired K i n gs , p. 159;
U.Tackholm,
"Aetius and the Battle on the Catalaunian Fields," Qpuscula
Romana, VII (1969), 271-72, 275-76.
On Merovech in general,
see:
Dahn, "Meroweus I," Allgemeine Deutsche Biograohie,
XXI (L385), 453-54; Kurth,"U T ov i s , I,~ pp. 184-96.
331-Gregory of Tours, H i s t . F ra nc . , ii. 40-42; L i b . H i s t .
Franc., xviii; see Kurth,
Clovis,I , p p . 266-77;
G.Fournier, ~
Les merovingiens (Paris:
Presses Universitaires
deFrance,
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at Tournai, Childeric I (d. 481), who established the enduring
foundations of Merovingian royal authority.

From one of

many Frankish district-kings, Childeric came to exercise
authority over non-Frankish regions far removed from his own
small realm.

ooo

His early battles along the Loire protected

Gallo-Roman communities and effectively solidified his own
position as the leading Frankish king in Gaul.

His tolerant

attitude toward the influential Gallic Church is also
notable.333

1966), p. 10; Schmidt, "Anfangen," 309, 313; Funck-Brentano,
Earliest T i me s , pp. 218, 226; Tellenbach, Entstehung des
deutschen Reiches, p. 21.
■^^See Bishop Remigius1 letter to Clovis at his ac
cession:
"Rumor ad nos magnum pe'rvenit, administrationem vos
Seconde Belgice.
Mon est novum, ut coeperis esse, sicut
parentes tui semper fuerunt." MGH EE, Vol. Ill, p. 113;
Cassiodorus, Variae, ii.41.
Wallace-Hadrill even suggested
an accommodation with Byzantium (Long-Haired K i ng s, pp. 161-62).
For Childeric's career, see:
K. Al Junghans, His toire critique
des regnes de Childerich et de Chlodovech, trans. with notes
by G. Monod (Paris: Biblioth&que de l'Ecole des Hautes Et ud es ,
1879), esp. pp. 7-10, 16-19; Kurth, Clovis, I, pp. 204-21;
Schmidt, "Anfangen," 309-15; Bloch, "La conquete de la Gaule
romaine par les rois france," Revue Historique, CLIV (1927),
162-69.
Childeric's authority~rested primarily on the dis
trict kingship of Tournai:
Junghans, Histoire critique, pp.
16-19; Schmidt, "Anfangen," 314-15.
Silber's efforts to cast
Childeric and Clovis as loyal Roman officials are misguided
(Gallic Royalty, pp. 39-41, 113-14).
333yj-t:gL Genofevae, xxvi, ed. Krusch, MGH SSRM, Vol.
■III.
See Schmidt, "Anfangen," 312-13.
The early Merovingians
were more comfortable in Gallo-Roman episcopal cities than
other Germanic peoples:
Bloch, "La conquete," 171-75;
Wallace-Hadrill, Long-Haired Kings, pp. 151-53; E. Ewig,
"Residence et capitale pendant le haut Moyen Age," Revue
Historique, CCXXX (1963), 48-53; A. J or is , "On the Edge""of
Two Worlds in the Heart of the Mew Empire:
The Romance
Regions of Northern Gaul During the Merovingian Period."
Studies in Medieval and P.enaissance History, Vol. Ill (1966),
pp. 34-35.
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Childeric's career had clearly presaged the future
course of Merovingian success by the example of a Heerkonig
whose aggressive war-band leadership could forge an expanding
suzereignty over multi-ethnic populations.

Childeric's son,

Clovis I (d. 511), accelerated this process of royal con
solidation.

This most famous Merovingian king in effect

established a unitary kingship among the Franks by first
murdering his relatives and then conducting a series of bold
military campaigns against neighboring Germanic kingdoms in
Gaul.

Before Clovis' reign, the Frankish king seems to have

had only limited authority,

even as war-band leader.

There

after, he emerged as an autocratic ruler with virtually no
restraints on his actions.^34

The leading men who surrounded

Merovingian kings at their ambulatory courts did not represent
a nobility of birth but rather a "service nobility" which

334^, d. Fustel de Coulanges, La Monarchie Franque,
Vol. Ill of Histoire des institutions politiques de
l'ancienne France by L. D. Fustel' de Coulanges (6 v o l s .;
P ar is : Picard, 1888-1892), pp. 598-§49 passim; A. Marignan,
La Societe Merovingienne, Vol. I of Etudes sur la civilisa
tion Frangaise by A. Marignan (2 vo ls.; Paris; ET Bouillon,
1899) , p p . TZT7-51; Dill, Merovingian G a u l , pp. 117-22; Lot,
End of the Ancient W o r l d , p p . 346-54; Junghans, Histoire
critiqiii^ p p . 124-30; Tellenbach, Entstehung des deutschen
Reiches~7 pp. 25-30.
See nowadays:
RT Buchner, "Das
merowingische Konigtum,” in Das Konigtum, ed. Mayer, pp.
143-44, 153-54; F. Ganshof, "Les traits gdneraux du systeme
d'institutions de la monarchie franque," Settimane del Centro
Italiano di Studi sull1alto Medioevo. Vol" DT!
II Passaggio
dat l'A n t i c h i t A a l Medioevo in Qccidente (Spoleto" 1962) , pp".
94-98; ET Lelong, La vie quotidienne en Gaule A 1 1dpoque mdrovingienne (Paris: _Hachette, VT5Ty~, p p . 15 -llT; Musset, Les
invasions, p. 130; Wolfram, "Early Medieval Kingdom," pp.

7^n
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owed its existence entirely to the king's

w h i m .

335

These

striking changes in the structure and authority of Frankish
kingship after Clovis to some extent reflect the fused GalloRoman and Germanic society emerging in the early medieval
West.

However, it will also be seen that this new Frankish

Heerkonigtum retained traditions of pre-Mi.gration Salian
tribal kingship.
In order to assess the religious dimension of preChristian Merovingian kingship, reference must be made to a
wide range of historical, archeological,
material.

and legendary

It should first be noted that there are regret

tably few precise details of pagan Frankish beliefs and
practices.

Gregory of Tours and the Frankish chroniclers for

the most part remain silent on this point, thought they
doubtless could have related some specific information.

How

ever, one must not thereby assume that the pagan Franks were
somehow less religious than other early medieval Germanic
peoples.

On the contrary,

the bishop of Tours comments on

the intensity of their religious sentiment:

For this thorny matter of the relationship between
early Frankish kingship and nobility, see e.g.:
Fustel de
Coulanges, Monarchie Franque, pp. 63-76, 87-98; M. Prou, La
Gaule me roving ie'nne (ParisH. May, 1897), pp. 36-38;
Mitteis, Per Staat, pp. 11-13, 39-50; Schlesinger, "Herrschaft und Gefolgschaft," pp. 161-65; 167-69; A. Bergengruen,
Adel und Grundherrschaft im Merowingerreich (Wiesbaden:
F.
Steiner, 1958); R. Spandrel, "Struktur und Geschichte des
merowingischen Adels," HZ, CXCIII (1961), 36-43; Fournier,
Les merovingiens, pp. lT^17, 34-35; also in brief:
von Amira£ckhardt, Ger.HRecht., II, pp. 22-25; Bosl, "Staat, Gesellschaft, Wirtschaft," pp. 597, 602-605; Wenskus, "Adel,"
67-68.
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Now this people seems to have always been
addicted to heathen worship, and they did
not know God, but made themselves images
of the woods and waters, of birds and
animals, and of the other elements as
well.
They were accustomed to worship
these, as God and to offer sacrifice to
them. ^36
Conversion of Frankish settlement areas proved a difficult
and prolonged task.

For that matter, Merovingian Christianity

itself exhibited more than a few curious pagan features.
The fact that Clovis on becoming king fe rv ent ly followed his
ancestral religion is too often overlooked.
alone in these convictions.

Nor was he

Indeed, Clovis' final decision

to admit the Christian deity to his pantheon proved quite
unacceptable to many of his leading men.^38

Even two

33^Gregory Qf Tours, Hist. Franc., ii.10.
For brief
discussions of Frankish paganism, s e e : Helm, Nestgermanen,
pp. 77-78; de Vries, A G R , II, pp. 40-4-1; Grand, L'Origine des
Francs, pp. 135-4-7; al so : E. Vacandard, "L'Idolatrie en Gaule
au Vlfe et au VIIe siecle," Revue des Questions Historiques,
LXV (1899), 424-54; E. Salin"! "Les survivances de l ’incineration en Gaule merovingienne," in Melanges Louis Halphen (Paris:
Presses Universitaires de France, 1951), p p . 635-40; idem.,
La civilisation merovingienne, d'apres les sdpultures, les.
textes, et Le laboratoire (4 vols. ; P a r i s : Picard', 1950-T959) ,
I I : Les sepultures"!
•^■^See, e.g.:
A. Hauck, Kirchengeschichte Deutschlands,
I, pp. 114-22; Dill, Merovingian A g e , pp. 395-438; IT DanielRops, The Church in the Dark A g e s , trans. Audrey Butler
(London"!
T~, M"! Dent & Sons L t d . , 1959), pp. 246-56; E. Delaruelle, "Sainte Radegonde, son type de saintdtd et la chrdtiente de son temps," in Etudes Merovingiennes. Actes des
J o u m e e s de Poitiers, 1-3 May 1952 (Paris: Picard, 1953), pp.
65-74; Lelong, Gaule k l'dpoque mdrovingienne, pp. 187-204;
Salin, Civilisation mdrovingienne, I V : Les croyances; Le
Goff, "Culture clericale et traditions folkloriques dans la
civilisation mdrovingienne," Annal es , E S C . , IV (1967), 780-91
-^^Gregory of Tours, H i s t . F r an c., i i .27,31; L i b .
Hist. Fr anc., x; Hincmar, Vita Reraigii, "xxx; ed. KruschV MGH
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generations later, the Frankish army led by King Theudebert
into Italy (539) openly performed traditional pagan rites:
The Franks began to sacrifice the women
and children of the Goths whom they found
at hand and to throw their bodies into the
river /¥ o ] as "first-fruits" of the war.
For these barbarians though they have
become Christians preserve the greater
part of their ancient religion; for they
still make human sacrifices and other
sacrifices of an unholy nature and it is
in connection with these that they make
their

p r o p h e c i e s .339

It has been observed that Frankish kings, even in
the pre-Migration Age, often assumed the role of war-band
leader.

Frankish land-taking raids no doubt stimulated this

martial side of royal authority which,
basis of Clovis' Heerkonigtum.

indeed, became the

Early Merovingian kingship

may thereby have acquired a predominately Wodanistic complex
ion.

No doubt such circumstances were favorable for the

worship of this god, especially if Frankish colonization
primarily involved Mannerbiinde led by vowed royal warlords.^40
SSRM, Vol. III.
See Junghans, Histoire critique, pp. 63-67;
Kurth, Clovis, I, pp. 318-21; K u h n , "Konig and Volk," 5-6; de
Vries, A G R , II, pp. 434-36; Wallace-Hadrill, Long-Haired Kings,
pp. 169-70; G. Tessiers, "La conversion de Clovis et la Christianisation des Francs," Settimane del Centro Italiano di Studi
sull'alto Medioevo, XIV (Spoleto, 1967), pp. 150-170; ET Bachrach, "Procopius and the Chronology of Clovis' Reign," Vi a t o r :
Medieval and Renaissance Studies, Vol. I (Berkeley:
Univer
sity of California Press, 19711), pp. 27-28.
3 3 9 p r 0 C 0 pj_u s > Hist., vi. 25.10-11.
See A. Cameron,
"Agathias on the Early Merovingians," Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di P i s a , XXXVII (1968), 139-40; Bachrach, Mero
vingian Military Organization, 481-751 (Minneapolis:
Univer
sity of Minnesota Press, 1'972) , p. 35.

340H6fler, "Sakralcharakter," pp. 696-99; de Vries,
"Konigtum," 295, 297; idem., "Glissements fonctionnels,"
89-91; Schlesinger, "HeerTconigtum," p. 139.
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This view, though not without some merit, falls wide of the
mark.

For it will be seen that the rituals and traditions

maintained by Merovingian kings from pre-Christian times
were essentially of a non-martial, tribal nature and thus
indicative of a bounty-bringing royal sacrality.
In the first instance, there is the renowned Me ro 
vingian oxcart circumambulation reported by Einhard in his
Life of Charlemagne.

According to Einhard, the Franks cus

tomarily chose their kings from the gens Merovingicorum,
until Childeric III was deposed by his own mayor, Pepin the
Short (751).

But in point of fact, proclaims Einhard,

the

old royal line had long been devoid of "vital strength" and
possessed only "the empty title of

k i n g .

"341

Yet if the

Austrasian mayors held real political power (potentia) in
the Frankish realm,

the Merovingians retained an auctoritas

expressed in certain ceremonial functions.

Thus, describing

the daily activities of the last Merovingians, Einhard notes;
Wherever he /The king7 had to go, he went
country-fashion, in a cart drawn by a yoke
of oxen with a ploughman driving them.
That is how he went to the palace and how
he went to the General Assembly of his
people, which took place yearly for the
good of the kingdom; and in this same
way he returned h o m e . 342
Admittedly,
account:

there is a degree

of

satire involved in Einhard's

so degraded had the Merovingians become that they
34lEinhard, V . K a r . I mp ., i.

342xbid. ; "Quocumque eundumerat, carpento ibat, quod
bubus iunctis et bubulco rustico more agente trahebatur.
Sic
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had even adopted peasant modes of travel.
arguments,

however,

discounted as a jest.

Despite Pirenne's

the practice itself can hardly be
Rather, one should recall that ritual

wagons and their circuits were closely associated with early
Germanic fertility cults and deities.
comes immediately to mind.-^^

Uerthus1 sacral cart

Reference has already been

made to the Tacitean king's participation in tribal auguries
involving sacral chariots, as well as to the ceremonial
chariots of Gothic kings and the cart-drawn statue which
Athanaric ordered wheeled across his realm.

The Merovingian

oxcart peregrination will be best interpreted as the cere
monial vestige of a traditional rite which expressed the
bounty-bringing aspect of Germanic royal sacrality.^4-5

The

ad palatium sic ad publicum populi sui conventum, qui annuatim
ob regni utilitatem celebratur ire, sic domum redire solebat."
Pirenne, "Le char A boeufs des derniers Merovingiens," in Melanges Paul Thomas (Bruges:
Imprimerie St.
Catherine, 1930), p p . 555-60.
But such carts were prized po s 
sessions of Frankish nobles, both lay and ecclesiastical; see
Marignan, Societd mdrovingienne, pp. 142-43.
Lombard nobles
endowed their carruca with a certain mystique:
Grimm, Dt.
Recht., I, p. 366.
One is reminded of the carroccio or-1Tsacred
chariots,11 equipped with altars, of the later medieval North
Italian cities:
G. Trease, The Condottiere (Mew York:
Holt,
Rhinehart, and Winston, 1971j~, pp. 120-2 l . Wallace-Haarill
likens the Merovingian carts to those used by Gallo-Roman
officials:
"Personal Qualities of Kings," 33.
344Tacitus, Germania, xl.
See in general:
Grimm, TM,
II, pp. 664-66; de V r i e s , A G R , I, pp. 467-70; Lily Weiser,
"Wagen," H W D A , ed. Bachtold-Staubli, IX, cols. 25-35; Hilda
Davidson, Gods and M y t h s , pp. 92-96.
3^ Grimm, D t . R ec ht . , I, pp. 364-69; von Amira-Eckhardt,
G e r . Recht. , II, p" 43; Tellenbach, Entstehung des deutschen
Reiches, p. 24; Peuckert, Die grosse Wende (Hamburg:
Claasen
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king's progress to foster well-being through the land is a
closely related practice with significant religio-political
dimensions.

On the one hand, the early medieval royal cir

cuit constituted a legal act which demonstrated that the
kingdom itself was the king's personal property and gave the
opportunity to secure homage by oaths of allegiance.

346

How

ever, it must also be observed that early Germanic as well
as Irish kings apparently made a circuit as part of their
inauguration rites.

Medieval royal circumambulations should

thus also be seen as direct successors of earlier royal
progresses designed to promote crop fertility and general
well-being.
The Merovingians were known as "the long-haired kings"
(reges criniti) after their lengthy, flowing locks.

This

custom appears to reach back to the very earliest period of

& Goverts, 1948), p. 13; Hauck, "Lebensnormen und Kultmythen,"
201; Schlesinger, "Heerkonigtum," p. 133; Buchner, "Merowingische Konigtum," p. 143.
3^Grimm, D t . Recht., I, p. 329:
"The first business
of a new king was to ride around his kingdom to thereby assume
formal possession of it, like the acquisition of an estate."
Conrad, D t . Recht., I, p. 91; Bosl, "Ruler and Ruled in the
German Empire from the Tenth to the Twelfth Century," in
Lordship and Community in Medieval Europe, ed. F. Cheyette
(New York:
Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1968), p. 365.
-^Conrad, D t . R echt. , I, p. 17:
"The king makes a
progress like the fertility-dispensing deity /Nerthu£7, not
only to show and consolidate his power, but also to Ering fer
tility and blessings to the land." de Vries, AGR., I, pp. 47172. The Ynglinger followed a prescribed route, the Eriksgata,
that was linked with mythological traditions of sacral kingship:
Grimm, TM, I, pp. 360-61; de Vries, A G R , I, p. 473;
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Merovingian kingship.348

By the sixth century, it had become

a recognized emblem of Merovingian kings and remained as such
until their d e p o s i t i o n . T h e

sixth-century Byzantine

historian Agathias observed:
For it is the practice of the Frankish
kings never to have their hair cut.
It
is never cut from childhood onwards and
each individual lock hangs right down
over the shoulders, since the front ones
are parted on the forehead and hang down
on either side. . . they treat it with
all kinds of soap and comb it very care
fully.
Custom has reserved this prac
tice for royalty as a sort of distinctive
badge and prerogative.
Subjects have
their hair cut all round, and are
strictly forbidden to grow it any
longer,350
Foote and Wilson, Early Medieval Scandinavia, p. 137.
Old
Irish royal progresses were always made "sunwise," i.e.,
east-west:
Joyce, Ancient Ireland, I, p. 56.
^ ® G r e g o r y of Tours, Hist. F ranc., ii.9:
"Reges
crinitos super se creavisse /the Franks]]/ de prima e t , ut ita
dicam, nobiliore suorum famiTia." L i b . H i s t . F ra nc ., iv;
Claudian, De Con. Stil., i.203; Priscus Panites, F r a g ., xvi;
Avitus, Excerpta ex epistola Aviti Viennensis episcopi ad
Clodoveum regem; ecT
Pieper, MGH~~AA"] Vol. VT7"2"! The signetring of' Childeric I, found among his grave-goods at Tournai,
bears the king's image with long hair and lance:
Salin,
Civilisation mdrovingienne, I, p. 107; P. Lasko, The Kingdom
of the Franks (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1971), p p . 2/-Z8. See
further:Schramm, "Brustbilder von Konigen auf Siegelring
der Vdlkerwanderungszeit," in Herrschaftszeichen, ed. Schramm,
I, pp. 213-17; Wallace-Hadrill"] ''Graves of Kings," 183.
Later
Merovingian kings prominently displayed their long hair on
royal seals and coinage:
A. Giry, Manuel de diplomatique
(1894; rpt. New York:
Burt Franklin"] 1965) , p . 632; E. Lavisse,
e d . , Histoire de France illustrd (27 vols.; Paris:
Hachette,
1911)"] I I ;1, pp. 158", 190; Wallace-Hadrill, Long-Haired Ki ngs,
p. 246.
349Qreg0ry Q f Tours, Hist. F ranc., viii.10; Einhard,
V. Kar. I m p ., i.
^^^Agathias, H i s t ., i.3.4; see Cameron, "How Did
the Merovingian Kings Wear Their Hair?" Revue Beige de
Philologie et d'Histoire, XLIII (1965), 1203-16.

The legal status of this custom is vividly demonstrated by
the fact that a shorn or tonsured Merovingian king summarily
forfeited his right to rule.

There can be little doubt that

this royal hair custom symbolized the dynasty's hereditary
throne-right.351
In general,

the early Germans believed that the

hair was a focal point of human power, an external manifesta
tion of the "soul."

Consequently, hair-cutting was ordinarily

surrounded by elaborate precautionary

c e r e m o n i e s .
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However,

the hair of those individuals on whom the communal welfare was
felt to depend could simply not be cut at all and became a
mark of their full sacrality.

In this sense, the long hair

of Germanic kings had initially been a taboo imposed to
conserve the beneficent royal power for the good of the
community.353

a visual expression of bounty-bringing

35lGregory of Tours, H i s t . Franc., ii.41, iii.18, x.15
Fredegar, Chron., iv.38,82.
Kern concluded that "the reges
criniti wore their ornamental hair not
as a sign
of anoffice
conferred upon them by the people, but
as proof of hereditary
personal dignity and virtue . . . the hair symbol passed cur
rent as a true and lawful sign of eligibility for the throne."
Kingship and L a w , pp. 15-16.
Also:
Mi tteis, Die deutsche
Konigswahle (2nd ed. ; Munich:
M. Rohrer,
1944)~|pp”
Conrad, D t . Recht., I, pp. 16, 94.
3-^de Vries, A G R , I, p. 284; Bachtold-Staubli, "Haar,"
HWDA, ed. Bachtold-Staubli, III, cols. 1254-69.
For compara
tive evidence, see:
Frazer, Golden Bo ugh, III:
Taboo and the
Perils of the So ul , pp. 264-87"; E"! Sikes, "Hair and Nails,"
E R E , ecT Hastings, VI, 474-76; Jevons, History of Religion,
pp. 45, 78-79.
353Frazer, Golden Bough, III, pp. 258-59; Gronbech,
Culture of the Teutons, II, pp. 120-28; Bachtold-Staubli,
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sacrality,

the Merovingians’ hair custom finds a significant

parallel in the long-hair and probable priestly role of the
Hasdingi Vandal royal clan.

On the other hand, long-hair

also had a role in the initiation rites of Germanic warrior
societies
lords.

(Mannerbiinde) and in the dedicatory vows of w a r 

For example, the Chatti warrior let his hair and

beard grow long upon reaching manhood;

the locks, "vowed

and pledged to valor," were shaved only when he had killed
his first enemy.

Similarly,

the Suebi and their leaders are

said to have worn a distinctive hair-style to frighten their
opponents in battle.

These early Germanic hair customs ap

parently symbolized the warrior's entrance and membership
in a Mannerbund.

As seen in the case of Civilis, Germanic

kings and warlords often let their hair or beards grow long
as a sign of a solemn oath taken for victory.

The vowed

chieftain thereby placed himself directly under his divine
occ

patron's power.

Thus the Merovingian long-hair traditions,

"Haar," cols. 1260-61.
Hair-cutting among early medieval kings
assumed the importance of a state act and an adoption rite:
Paul the Deacon, H i s t . Langob., vi.53; see Grimm, D t . R e c h t .,
I, pp. 201-02; Conrad, D t . R ec ht ., I, pp. 39-40.
•^^Tacitus, Germania, xxxi, xxxviii; see Miillenhoff,
Dt A l t . , IV, pp. AX2+-18" 455-57; de Vries, AGR, I, pp. 492-94;
Schramm, "Haar- und Barttracht"; and in general: van Gennep,
Rites of Passage, pp. 166-67; R. Firth, Symbols:
Public and
Private (Ithaca:
Cornell University P ress, 1973), pp"! 262-98:
"Hair as Private Asset and Public Symbol."
^^Hijfler, Sakralkdnigtum, e s p . pp. 195-205; de Vries,
A G R , I, pp. 406-07; von Amira-Eckhardt, G e r . Recht., II, pp.
167-68, and supra, n.104.
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though most likely stemming from the sphere of bounty-bringing
tribal kingship,
martial

rites

Heerkonigtum.

could also have been reinforced by similar

enacted during the establishment of Merovingian
Yet in sixth-century Gaul, the old corpus of

beliefs surrounding this royal custom were no longer cultivated,
at least not on public, state levels of society.
vingians'

The Mero

long-hair practices had by then largely degenerated

into an old-fashioned custom which was reserved for royal
ran k.356
Merovingian royal descent-traditions represent a very
significant expression of this clan's sacrality.
first instance,

In the

there is the tale of King Merovech's unusual

birth reported by the seventh-century chronicler Fredegar:
It is said that Clodio and his wife were
resting one summer on the seashore.
At
midday, the woman waded into the sea and
a beast somewhat like Neptune or the
Minotaur overcame her.
When forthwith
she had conceived aut a bistea aut a
v i r o , she bore a son named Merovech
from whom the kings of the Franks are
called Merohingi.35 7
This account of Merovech's extraordinary parentage had likely
been drawn from a larger corpus of Frankish saga dating back

356yaiiace-Hadrill, Long-Haired K i n g s , p. 157;
idem., Early Germanic Kingship, p. 17.
357predegar, Chron., iii.9:
"Fertur, super litore
maris aestatis tempore Chlodeo cum uxore resedens, meridiae
uxor ad mare labandum v adens, bistea Neptuni Quinotauri
/sc. Minotauri/ similis earn adpetisset.
Cumque in continuo
aut a bistea aut a viro fuisset concepta, peperit filium
nomen Meroveum, per quo regis Francorum post vocantur
Merohingii."
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at least to the Migration Age.358

The passage has been much

debated, but Hauck's religious-historical interpretation is
the most satisfactory.

According to Hauck, the tale derives

from a repertoire of rituals which early Merovingian kings
had once performed in periodic popular festivals.

Reading

the underscored aut . . . aut as "both . . . as" rather than
"either . . . or," he argues that Merovech is here described
as having been conceived by King Clodio and by the creature,
that is, by a half-man, half-bull being.

The episode

reflects a cultic "temporary divinization" wherein the king
was infused with the tribal deity's procreative powers.
Just who this god may have been is unclear, but Hauck
rightly suggests a Frankish deity closely analogous to the
bounty-bringing Frey and Ing, perhaps the enigmatic Fr6
known only from place-name and linguistic evidence. ^59
distinguished

Germanist

The

F. R. Schroder has recently lent

support to this view by suggesting a new etymology of

35®Kurth, Histoire poetique des Merovingiens (Paris:
Picard, 1893), pp. 154-58; Funck-Brentano', Earli'es~E~Times,
pp. 221-22; Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, p. 18.
The sea reference also points to the Merovingians' Sicambrian
background along the North Sea littoral:
Dahn, "Meroweus I,"
454.
Grand proposed a Scandinavian origin for the Salian
Franks:
L'Origine des Fran cs , pp. 155-67.
359Hauck f "Lebensnormen und Kultmythen," 196-99;
idem., "Carmina Antiqua," 31; supra, Chap. I, notes. 116-18.
For Fr6 and the Vanir, see:
de Vries, A G R , II, pp. 168-69;
Grimm, TM, I, pp. 209-11.
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Merovech as "the one consecrated to the divine bull."

(Mero

< IE. *m e r u s , "cow/bull" + w e c h ; Goth, w e i h s , OHG. w i h ,
"vowed/sacred").360
The tale of Merovech's birth also bears features
of a Sacred Marriage (hieros gamos) .

As seen in the more

familiar ancient Near Eastern examples,

this public conubium

was generally performed by the sacral king or chief priest,
who represented the tribal deity, and the queen or desig
nated surrogate representing fecund earth.

The ritual

ensured renewed prosperity and was a central feature in
seasonal festivals .361

The Merovingian queen's bathing

could reflect a ritual ablution following the ceremony,
while the indicated time of "seduction" points to a

360Schroder, "Merowech," P B B , XCVI (1974), 241-45.
Older research argued for "Sea (OHG. meri)" or "Famous
(OHG. mSri)" Man: Miillenhoff, "Die merowingische Stammsage,"
ZDA, v rT T848), 430-35; Grimm, TM, I, pp. 391-392; M.
Sch'dnfeld, Wdrterbuch der altgermanischen Person- und
VSlkernamen (Heidelberg:
CT Winter, 1911) , p p . 139, 16 7-68;
Baesecke, Friihgeschichte, I, pp. 132-33.
See P o k o m y ,
Ety. Worterbucn, I, pp. 704, 708.
361For Sacred Marriage among the early Germans, see:
de Vries, A G R , II, pp. 191-93; Gelling and Hilda Davidson,
Rites and Symbols, pp. 161-63; and in general:
S. Kramer,
The Sacred Marriage P.ite (Bloomington, IN:
Indiana Univer
sity Press, 1969); Westermann, "Sacred Kingship," 122;
Weisweiler, "Altorientalische Gottkdnigtum und die Indogermanen," 115-16; Frankfort, Kingship and the G o d s , pp.
171-75, 295-99; James, Ancient Near E a s t , pp~l 115-17;
J. Conrad, The Horn and the Sword (1957; r p t . Westport, C T :
Greenwood Press, 1973), pp. 36-39, 72-86, 115-19.
For the
rite's cosmogonic significance, see Eliade, Cosmos and
History, pp. 23-2 7; Perry, Lord of the Four Quarters, pp.
T f f l T , 32.
------------------ --------
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Midsummer festival when the Sacred Marriage was in fact
usually performed. ^62
Indeed, the sexual licenses of Germanic kings, which
early medieval historians regarded as moral depravity, more
likely were survivals of this former bounty-bringing tradi
tion.

The story that Childeric had been banished because

he shamelessly began to seduce Frankish girls might in fact
have such a ritual foundation.

For that matter, the reges

criniti were notoriously polygamous through the entire
course of their long

r u l e .

363

it should be noted in this

connection that the early Scandinavian kings kept large
numbers of wives in many different villages.

The k in g s’

regular conjugal visits were apparently seen as communal
fructifying

r

i

t

u

a

l

s

.

-^64

An interesting variation of these

royal practices was the Old Irish "Wedding-Feast of King
ship" at which the newly inaugurated king mated with a
sacred white mare.

Gerald of Wales described a twelfth-

century survival of this archaic rite in Ulster.

After the

3^^Hauck, "Lebensnormen und Kultmythen," 200-201.
He
summarizes:
"In the Merovingian origo the god (whom we shall
call Frd) appears corporeally as a sea-bull and assumes a form
with King Clodio at the instant of the union between king and
queen which, by this divine essence-participation, can become
a Sacred Marriage and periodic cult-act."
(i bi d., p. 215).
363(;xeg0ry 0 f Tours, Hi s t. Franc. , ii.12; cf. L i b .
H i s t . Franc., vi, where the incident is preceeded by the com
ment that at that time "the Franks were pagans and fanatics."
For a similar episode, see Gregory of Tours, H is t . Franc.,
ii.42.
Miillenhoff, Dt. A l t . IV, p. 302; Buchner, ''Merowingische
Konigtum," p. 146; Wallace-Hadrill, Long-Haired Kings, pp. 161,
203-04.
364de Vries, A G R , II, p. 192; Gelling and Hilda
Davidson, Rites and Symbols, p. 162.
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union had been publicly performed,

the mare was sacrificed

and a sacral meal made from its flesh.
in the broth and drank it as

w e l l .

The king then bathed

365

xt would appear that

the mare here represented the territorial goddess; indeed,
there are numerous literary allusions to the Irish king as
spouse

of

his land, and the bride as Sovereignty.366

Another Merovingian tradition of bounty-bringing
sacrality should be mentioned.
century Byzantine historian
were called "hairy-backed"

According to the ninth-

T h e o p h a n e s ,

367 Merovingian kings

(cristati) , because they all had

boar-like bristles down their spines.
surfaces in the medieval German

e p i c s .

The same idea also
368

Qn the one hand,

Dumezil has shown that the king or culture-hero in IndoEuropean tradition often manifests his sacrality through

- ^ ^ T o p o g r a p h i a H i b e m i c a et Expugnatio H i b e m i c a ,
iii.25; e d . J . Dimrock, in Giraldus Cambrens i s , O p e r a . Rolls
Series, Vol. XXI (8 v ol s.; London, 1861-1891), V.
See Draak,
"Kingship in Pagan Ireland," pp. 656-57; Anne P>.oss, Pagan
Celts, pp. 121-23; Binchy, Celtic Kingship, pp. 11-12.
For
significant Indo-European parallels, see further:
Gonda,
Ancient Indian Kingship, pp. 110-14; J. Phuvel, "Aspects of
Equine Functionality,
in Myth and L a w , ed. Puhvel, pp.
159-72; cf. Dumezil, Fdtes romaines, pp. 216-19.

366^rappe, "Sovereignty of Erin";
Alwyn and Brinley
Rees, Celtic Heritage; MacCana, Celtic Mythology, pp. 120-21;
Dumezil^ Destiny of a K i n g , pp. 8 3-94.
367x,h e0phanes t Chronographia; ed. J. Classen (Bonn,
1839), I, p. 619, quoted by G. Hamilton, "The Royal Mark of
the Merovingians and Kindred Phenomena," in Medieval Studies
in Memory of Gertrude Schoepperle Loomis (New York:
Columbia
University Press, 1927), p . 302.
See further:
Beck,
Ebersignum, pp. 148-50.
368Grimm, TM, I, p. 391, IV, 1395.
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distinctive physical marks.^69

gut agai n , this specific

Merovingian tradition more likely has a cultic foundation.
It has already been observed that the boar was sacred to
Frey, and that this or a closely analogous god may well have
been the Merovingians'

divine ancestor.

Early Merovingian

kings could thus very appropriately have honored their
founding god in cult by performing boar-impersonations.^70
If there were ever any Merovingian king-lists that
proclaimed divine descent,

they have not survived.

The

Frankish royal genealogies extant are all of late provenance
and based securely on Gregory of Tours.3^1

However,

there

is evidence that Merovingian descent-traditions were indeed
preserved in a pedigree or origo long current among the
Franks and their dynasty.

For example, Clovis, disputing

the merits of Christianity with his devout wife, proudly
remarked that all living creatures and the riches of the earth

■^^Dumdzil, The Destiny of the Warrior, trans. A
Hiltebeitel (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1970),
pp. 161-64.
370Grimm, TM, I, pp. 391-92; Beck, Ebersignum, p. 152;
Chaney, Cult of Kingship, p. 127 n.27.
The early Franks appar
ently raised "gentle boars" for sacrifice:
Lex Salica, ii;
ed. J. Hessels (London:
John Murray, Trubner & C o ., 1880).
See Grimm, TM, I, pp. 50-52; de Vries, A G R , I, p. 367; Beck,
Ebersignum, pp. 64-65.
371printed in M. Bouquet, e d . , Recueil des historiens
des Gaules et de la France (2nd e d . , 9 v o 1s .; Paris:
V.
Palme^ 1869-1880) , I I, p p . 695-98.
See Baesecke, Friihgeschichte, I, pp. 131-*34; Wallace-Hadrill, Long-Haired K i n g s ,
p p . 221-22.
Could "Faramund," the legendary primus rex of
these lists (cf. Lib. Hist. Franc., iv) be a literary echo
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had been created and produced at the command

of

his gods.

This affirmation of his own deities' procreative powers could
be a reference to the sea-beast chapter in a Merovingian
divine

g e n e a l o g y .

372

^ less obscure reference to this divine

descent appears in the famous letter from bishop Avitus to
Clovis on the subject of the royal conversion.

Avitus first

congratulates the king for renouncing belief in the divinity
of his ancestors and being content instead with his personal
nobilitas alone.

By his change of faith, the bishop asserts,

Clovis has founded a new line whose Christian sacrality will
beneficially replace the Merovingians'

ancestral H e i l , for

"this soft clothing ^Baptismal robes7 will give more force
to your arms:

whatever Fortune has given up to now, this

sanctity shall bestow."373

it would appear that as prepara

tion for his baptism, Clovis renounced the active participation
of his divine ancestors in his genealogy and abandoned their

of the Merovingian divine-descent tradition?
(OHG. far(ro),
"bull"):
P o k o m y , Ety. Worterbuch, I, p. 818.
There is also a Frankish document known as the
Generatio regum et gentium which derives the Franks from Istio,
the eponymous divine ancestor of the North Sea Istvaonic cultleague: Miillenhoff, D t . A l t ., III, pp. 325f; Chadwick, Origin,
pp. 196, 208; Schiitte“ Forefathers, IX, pp. 164, 187; but
cf. Wallace-Hadrill, Long-Haired K i ng s, p. 148 n.l.
3^3Qreg0ry Q f T ourS( Hist. Franc., ii.29; see Ha uck,
"Carmina Antiqua," 30-31.
373^v itus, Excerpta (supra, n.348):
"Vos de toto
priscae originis stemmate sola nobilitate content!, quidquid
omne potest fastigium generositatis o m a r e , prosapiae vestrae
a vobis voluistis exsurgere . . . ista mollities, ut deinceps
plus valeat rigor armorum; et quicquid felicitas usque hie
praestiterat, addet hie sanctitas.
See Wolfram, "Fortuna in
mittelalterlichen Stammesgeschichten," 5-7; Beumann, "Ideengeschichte des Konigtums," 487-88.
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cultic worship.

Of course,

this public "de-mythization" did

not necessarily eradicate the sacral forbears' names from the
royal pedigree or from concurrent popular traditions cele3y /
brating Merovingian divine descent.
Indeed, the rituals
and customs which the Merovingians maintained demonstrate
that the reges criniti long retained their sacrality in the
eyes of the people.

King Guntramm (d. 593), for example,

was clearly accredited with thaumaturgic powers, while the
infant king Chlotar II was carried like a talisman into
battle to protect the

a r m y .

375

Moreover,

the measures which

Pepin took to legitimize his authority upon the deposition
of Childeric III are final striking testimony to these
enduring popular beliefs in Merovingian royal sacrality.
For the A m u l f i n g mayor's decision to turn to the Roman
pontiff for consecration and anointing as King of the Franks
was largely a desperate attempt to secure an alternativ
religious sanction necessary to supplant the Merovingians'
sacral throne-right.376

374-Hauck, "Geblutsheiligkeit," pp.
"Auffassung," pp. 112-13.

194-95;

idem.,

375Qreg0ry Qf Tours, Hist. F r an c., ix.21; Lib. H i s t .
Franc., xxxvi.
■^^See Kern, Kingship and L a w , pp. 16, 34-36, 41, 51;
von Amira-Eckhardt, G e r . Recnt., IT! p. 47; Mitteis, D t .
Konigswahle, pp. 28-32; Beumann, "Sakrale Legitimierung," 9;
Buchner, "Merowingische Konigtum," p. 144; Fleckenstein,
Karl der Grosse, pp. 16-18; Schramm, "'Mythos' des Konigtum,”
p p . 7T-7T; (with caution);
Ullmann, The Carolingian Renaissance and the Idea of Kingship (London!
Methuen & C o . ,
1 9 5 9 pp. 53-357"7'7.---- -----
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Archeological evidence further illuminates the reli
gious dimension of early Merovingian kingship.

Thus, the

excavation of Childeric's grave yielded (in addition to the
long-haired signet ring already described) a remarkable
bull's-head image covered with solid gold.

Its reverse

clasps and large central cavity would indicate a design for
ceremonial mounting.377

This bull image must necessarily

put one in mind of the Merovingian kings' descent traditions.
It can reasonably be considered a clan totem symbolizing
the Merovingian divine ancestor's bull-hypostasis.378

More

over, the bull, while generally associated with Germanic fer
tility cults, was apparently an early symbol of Frankish Heerkdnigtum and represented this statecraft's fusion of bountybringing and martial sacrality.^79

This suggestion may be

confirmed by the presence of both bull and boar motifs among
the grave-goods of Queen Arnegunde, wife of Chlotar I
-^^Salin, Civilisation merovingienne, IV, pp. 168-69;
Grand, L'Origi.ne des Francs, plate I.
See- further (with cau
tion):
F. Jostes, Sonnenwende:
Forschungen zur germanischen
Religion- und Sagengeschichte (2 vols~.~; Munster/West./ :
Aschendorff, 1930), I I , pp. 193-97:
"Childerichs Grab als
Zeugnis fur seine Religion."
378Helm, Westgermanen, p. 78; Hauck, "Lebensnormen und
Kultmythen," 198-3T- idem., ^Herrschaftszeichen," p. 51;
Buchner, "Germanische Wesenszuge," 228-29; Wallace-Hadrill,
Early Germanic Kingship, p. 18.
-^^Schlesinger> Beitrage zur deutschen Verfassungsgeschichte (2 v o l s .; Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck 6c Ruprecht, 1963) ,
I , p~. 3397 Wenskus, "Bemerkungen zum Thunginus der Lex Salica,"
in Festschrift P. E. Schramm, I, p. 235 n.l4l; de Vries,
"Konigtum," 309 n.81.
See Tn general:
de Vries, A G R , I, pp.
367-70; Conrad, The Horn and the Sword, pp. 157-60.
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(d. 561).3^0

Childeric's body had also been covered with a

purple mantle adorned with several hundred small, golden
bees or cicidas.

These are of rather obscure significance

but could well refer to Germanic cosmogonic mythology.

381

It will have been observed that the symbolism of these
various royal grave-goods is largely indicative of a nonmartial, bounty-bringing sacrality.

The Merovingian ox-cart

progresses and sea-bull traditions are of a similar nature.
On the other hand, royal long-hair customs and boar-traditions
also have a martial background.

It appears, then, that the

religious dimension of Merovingian kingship contained a dual
sacrality derived from the spheres of both ancient tribal
kingship and the war-band.

Indeed, we have seen that Me ro 

vingian rulership reached back to early Sicambrian tribal
kingship and only assumed the configuration of Heerkonigtum

Werner, "Frankish Royal Tombs in the Cathedrals of
Cologne and Saint-Denis," Antiquity, XXXVIII (1964), 212, 214;
idem., "Tiergestaltige Heilsbilder," 381; Hauck, "Carmina
Antiqua," 32.
^^lfiees sprang from the corpse of the primeval bull,
and also swarm about the World Tree:
Grimm, TM, II, pp. 695-97;
E. Hoffmann-Krayer, "Biene," HWDA, ed. Bachtold-Staubli, I,
cols. 1227-32, 1248-51.
I l l u s T T n Werner, "Royal Tombs,"
plate XXXIV(b).
The bee or cicida motif significantly reappears
in the grave-goods of a Frankish princess interred beneath
Cologne cathedral (early sixth century):
ibid., 205.
See
further on the Merovingian "royal cicida":
Lasko, Kingdom of
the Franks, pp. 25, 51; Todd, Barbarians, p. 155; Salin,
Civilisation mdrovingienne, I V , p p . 180-85.
The solar-disc
on the bull-image from Childeric's grave may also be a cos
mogonic symbol:
Schroder, "Die Gottin des Urmeers und ihrer
mannlicher Partner," P B B , LXXXII (1960), 233.
The motif
appears on a finger ring from the Cologne princess' burial:
Werner, "Royal Tombs," plate X X X (9).
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with the post-Migration exploits of royal warlords . The
Merovingians' religious customs and traditions strongly sug
gest that this bounty-bringing sacrality of ancient tribal
kingship remained the ideological core of Merovingian royal
authority.^82

This may well account for the tenacious

support which the reges criniti received from Frankish
peasant-cultivators long after their military and coercive
political power had declined.
Religious beliefs and practices were therefore
intimately involved in early Germanic kingdom-founding and
statecraft.

These vital interconnections appear in our

earliest historical records of the Germanic peoples and are
further attested in the constitutional sketches of Caesar
and Tacitus.

The pre-Migration Germanic king was a presti

gious tribal figure invested with sacerdotal and judicial
authority but not coercive power.

The religious or sacral

dimension of his authority appears to have been essentially
of a bounty-bringing, sacrificial nature distinct from the
martial sacrality of temporary warlords.

Early Germanic

kings were distinguished by their birth; royal clans set
apart from other noble families are attested at an early
date.

Yet from pre-Migration times, both royal and non-royal

leaders attempted to establish new realms by martial,

federate

^^^Wallace-Hadrill, Long-Haired Kings, p. 158; idem.,
Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 18-207 Bosl, ,r£eges ex nobilitate,"
pp"! 65"! 6 8 ; Schlesinger, "Heerkdnigtum," pp. 133-34; Musset,
Les invasions, pp. 233-34; Hauck, "Carmina Antiqua," 31.
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command.

Their supra-tribal statecraft effectively united

the originally distinct functions and the corresponding reli
gious dimensions of both tribal king and warlord.

Indeed,

Germanic Heerkonigtum emerged as the principal form of royal
statecraft during the Migrations and early middle ages among
both East and West Germanic groups.

Royal rites, descent-

traditions, and symbolic regalia all expressed the more
complex dual sacrality of this rulership.

In general, when

a kingdom had been founded upon non-royal retinue command,
the resulting religious dimension of royal authority retained
a predominately martial or Wodanistic complexion.

The few

royal clans whose rule did extend back to pre-Migration times
frequently maintained the essentially bounty-bringing reli
gious traditions of tribal kingship.

Having examined the

major historical expressions of Germanic kingship, attention
may now be given more directly to early Germanic sacral
kingship ideology.

CHAPTER III:
GERMANIC SACRAL KINGSHIP IDEOLOGY:

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Our historical survey has shown that religious beliefs
and practices were deeply woven into the fabric of Germanic
kingdom-founding.

However,

this sacral dimension of royal

authority as expressed in ritual,

iconography, and dynastic

tradition was also seen to be substantially complex and fluid.
For there were several historical types of Germanic kingship,
and various ideological expressions of royal sacrality.

It

thus may be of value to review these correspondences between
Germanic kingship forms and their religious foundations in
order to identify the major tenets or dogmas of Germanic
sacral kingship beliefs.
In the first instance, it must be admitted that no
evidence of a Frazerian sacrificial kingship has been found
among the continental Germanic peoples.

The Divine King of

The Golden Bough, we recall, was in effect a communal talis
man regarded as the possessor of an all-encompassing power
over natural forces.

These archaic rulers supposedly would

be periodically killed so that their beneficent sacrality
might remain within the folk community.

Any evidence of such

king-slaying or related rites among the early Germans is
confined principally to the Scandinavian (North Germanic)
cultural zone and its autochthonous tribal kingship.
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Nordic
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rulership has noC been given primary attention in this study,
but passing reference has been made to the pertinent evidence
that these kings were sacrificed if the crops failed and
could on occasion receive divine honors after death.
regard to kindred East Germanic peoples,

In

the similar case

of the Burgundian king's deposition following tribal disasters
has been discussed.

Yet even these possible instances of

Germanic king-slaying do not at the same time necessarily
speak for a full-fledged royal divinization such as Frazer
described.

The responsibility of early Scandinavian kings

for ensuring peace and plenty was undoubtedly a major expres
sion of their sacral status, but need not impel us to con
clude that these rulers were themselves regarded as incarnate
gods.
Tribal kingship is attested among the continental
i

West Germans from early times,

though there are indications

that it was already becoming something of a rarity by the
Augustan Age.

Pre-Migration tribal kings shared important

cultic duties with local priests and held a largely honori
fic rather than coercive authority.

This narrowly ethnic

ruler may well have had additional martial functions but
it is the religious aspect of his authority which appears
most prominently in our sources.

It has been seen that early

West Germanic kingship was distinguished primarily by nobility
of birth founded upon the special holiness believed to reside
in the royal clan.

Indeed, many rites and customs associated
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with later Germanic kings,

such as the healing touch,

progresses, and possible theriomorphic impersonations, have
their ideological source in this chthonic/vegetative sacrality
of ancient tribal kingship.

West Germanic tribal kingship

rarely survived the Migrations, but in some cases, e.g.,

the

Mercian and Frankish royal clans, it did significantly reap
pear as the kernel of early medieval kingdoms.
The multi-faceted religious dimensions of these new
confederate realms was closely related to their structural
formation.

We have seen that the retinue-lord who commanded

a federate force to conquest,

land-taking and settlement had

frequently been of non-royal birth.

The record of early

Anglo-Saxon and Alamannic kingship affords many examples of
warlords who erected small but enduring realms by such supratribal statecraft.

In order to legitimize his royal authority,

t*ie Heerkonig often utilized rites appropriated from the
sphere of ancient tribal kingship and its bounty-bringing
sacrality.

Nonetheless,

the primary religious dimension of

this statecraft lay in the martial sacrality of retinue
leadership.

For example, an aspiring lord often vowed himself

to a particular war-god for victory and thereby placed his
enterprise directly under the patron deity's aegis.

Or his

retinue would sometimes have been a warrior cult-society
already dedicated as a unit to the martial god.

A single,

outstanding military success could also demonstrate the
warlord's victory-bringing sacrality which, indeed, proved
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a sufficient substitute for the hereditary,
tribal kings.

clan-sacrality of

Pre-Migration Heerkonige such as Civilis and

Arminius, early Amal and Lombard kings, and even Old Saxon
warlords all achieved royal status or strengthened their
martial authority through such an outstanding battle-victory.
The ideological foundation of early Germanic Heerkonigtum
thus encompassed both the martial sacrality of the retinuelord and the bounty-bringing sacrality of the tribal king.
This complex sacral dimension of continental Germanic
kingship contained several main ideological tenets.
first place,

In the

one encounters the widespread belief in the

divine descent of royal clans.

This concept of hereditary or

ancestral sacrality had been the ideological mainstay of
ancient tribal kingship and the source of royal nobilitas.
In fact, even federate warlords of non-royal birth frequently
made such descent claims to legitimize their newly founded
royal authority and establish hereditary lines.

A host of

early medieval royal genealogies thus proclaimed the ruling
family's divine descent, as e.g., the Wodan-sprung Amal and
Anglo-Saxon royal clans.

This cardinal tenet of Germanic

sacral kingship belief appears not only in the king-lists but
also in dynastic traditions committed to writing by early
medieval chroniclers.

However,

these valuable references to

pagan ancestry contained in ecclesiastical sources are often
obscure until placed within their proper context of early
Germanic religious tradition.

Two examples of this significant

genre have been discussed which point to the early Lombard
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and Merovingian kings' descent from the fertility deities
Freyr and Frey.

Indeed, we have seen that the identification

of a royal clan's divine forebear can illuminate the essential
sacrality which that particular dynasty maintained.
What does this idea of divine descent tell us of the
relationship between early Germanic kings and Divinity?

First,

one may reasonably surmise that members of a family regarded
as god-sprung would be believed to share at least some part
of their ancestor's divine nature.

It is unlikely, however,

that such individuals were either fully or permanently iden
tified with the founder-god.

Nonetheless, his divine ancestry

might still endow a king with certain of his forebear's at
tributes, such as fertility and victory-bringing powers.
This belief could well have been expressed in the sacral
honor-titles and even personal names borne by members of royal
lines.

On the whole,

these Germanic divine-descent beliefs

are significant declarations of an hereditary,

ascribed

sacrality rooted in the royal clan's blood kinship with an
ancestral deity.
An individual who thus had a share in Divinity by
virtue of his descent would be an ideal cultic intermediary
between his people and the gods.

Indeed,

this idea of royal

mediation represents the second main ideological tenet of
Germanic sacral kingship belief.

Yet this does not mean that

continental Germanic kings were priests.

Only among Scan

dinavian and related East Germanic peoples do kings appear
to have normally discharged sacerdotal functions.

For
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example, we have discussed likely correlations between royal
palace and pagan temple in the North,

the possibility that the

Hasdingi Vandals had been priest-kings of dioscuric deities,
and the Burgundian Sinistus a former tribal king with priestly
duties.
Continental Germanic tribal kings and later Heerkonige
may not have been priests in this Nordic sense, yet their
particular kind of divine mediation was equally vital and
dynamic.

It consisted in the king's central role at seasonal

festivals that re-enacted the tribe's sacred history in order
to preserve the necessary favorable relationship with Divinity.
The early Germanic year was marked by a series of such celebra
tions which included communal sacrifice,
cult-drama.

sacral meals, and

These pagan high days are explicitly attested

among the early medieval Saxons, Anglo-Saxons, and Franks;
the religious gatherings of pre-Migration cult-leagues, e.g.,
the Semnones and Nerthus-folk, are earlier analogies.

Such

activities not only renewed divine blessings but also estab
lished tribal norms and ethnic identity.
tribal and royal pedigrees

We have seen that

(origines) were often traced back

to the same divine ancestor.

Who,

then, could better play

the role of this founding deity than his lineal descendant?
By impersonating the divine ancestor, the king stood as a
vital link between god and man; he both represented his
people before the Divine and, in turn, mediated the lifegiving blessings flowing to the tribe from the Divine.

This
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particular royal role in tribal ceremony has been inferred
from a religious-historical interpretation of surviving royal
rituals and customs.

The symbolic iconography of medieval

regalia and other royal grave-goods strongly supports this
view of the early Germanic king's ceremonial role.
The particular kind of royal mediation here, proposed
discloses a further dimension of Germanic royal sacrality.
It has been suggested that the Germanic king was believed
to have a share in the Divine essence by virtue of his godsprung heritage.

This semi-divine quality,

though

no

doubt

overshadowed in everyday affairs by the king's patently human
nature, broke forth precisely during central moments of
tribal festival.

Indeed, these ceremonies were designed to

recreate in a real and present sense what the ancestor had
done in remote, mythic time.

On such solemn occasions,

the

king was momentarily infused with the full divine essence of
the ancestral deity he represented.

The Gothic and Old Saxon

warlords' deification at communal victory-celebrations are
notable parallels of. such temporary divinization.

But even

here, we shall not be justified in speaking of a permanent
royal incarnation.
It also has been noted that the Germanic popular
assembly, which elected the king, was itself a religious as
well as judicial convocation.

It customarily convened at a

sacral precinct which may in fact have been identical with
that of the tribe's periodic festivals.

The Assembly was

considered a sacral institution under divine tutelage, and
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its decisions were regarded as declarations of this divine
will.

Thing-election thus bestowed a further sanctity upon

the king and strengthened his hereditary sacrality.
sequently,

Con

"popular" election did not in any way diminish or

undermine the sacral status of early Germanic kings.
The ideological tenets of Germanic sacral kingship
belief may in conclusion be compared with those of the Chris
tian theocratic concept of kingship.
Church-sponsored theory,

According to this

the medieval monarch received his

right to rule via direct transmission of Divine Grace at con
secration.

This conferment of sacral power transformed the

king into a personal representative,
of God.

indeed, an adoptive son

Furthermore, anointing with holy chrism bestowed a

semi-priestly character to royal authority.

Yet the principal

tenet of the theocratic theory was the idea of kingship as
office:

the "Lord's Anointed" held a divinely ordained

magistracy carrying carefully prescribed duties and respon
sibilities.

This Christian theory of kingship by the grace

of God is not incompatible with the Germanic concept of
kingship by virtue of divine descent.

The active underlying

principle is the same in both, namely,

the transmission of

holiness to the king from an other-wordly divine source.
Germanic royal sacrality did not derive from personal magical
abilities but was rather a religious quality transferred
through the generations and finding its origin in an ancestral
diety.

Similarly, royal bounty and victory-bringing powers
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were manifestations of the divine forebear's corresponding
attributes.

Again, the theocratic notion of priestly king

ship has its counterpart in the pagan Germanic king's
mediating role in tribal ceremony.

Indeed, as the Chris

tian earthly king became increasingly assimilated to the King
of Heaven in liturgical practice,

so too could the early

Germanic king embody his divine ancestor on ceremonial occa
sions.

Both Germanic and Christian royal sacrality were

essentially transcedent gifts from the Divine.
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